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      It was seven o’clock on the summer solstice, and the sun wouldn’t set for another few hours. The air was already starting to cool, though, and I shivered as a breeze hit the drying sweat on my arms. I settled back into my porch swing with my pizza and beer and gazed at the newly chain-sawed hedge in front of me.

      My beer slipped out of my hand, and I barely caught it before it hit the ground.

      The hedge was gazing back.

      Whoever it was, they were too tall to be one of the neighbor kids pranking me. My heart rate accelerated until it felt like it was beating in my throat. My skin, which moments before had been covered by goosebumps, flushed hot, and the scene in front of me briefly swam in my vision. I took a deep breath, then another. It might not be Jeremy from next door, but it was probably nothing. Just a prank.

      I forced bravado into my voice. “I can see you. Come out or I’ll call the police.”

      A tall figure glided onto my lawn and bowed with dramatic flourish. “Your powers of perception are indeed amazing, Ms. Morgan.”

      “Who are you, and why were you in Hedge Antilles?” I tried to keep my voice from wobbling but wasn’t sure how successful I was.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Hedge Antilles?”

      I knew he was trying to deflect, but I almost never slipped and revealed my plants’ punny names in front of friends, much less strangers. Just because I didn’t have pets or children didn’t mean I shouldn’t be allowed to bestow amusing names on living things.

      “Just answer the questions.” My heart rate was starting to resume its normal pace, and I relaxed infinitesimally. The answers didn’t seem as important as they had a few moments ago. My Serenity Now! sign must’ve finally kicked in.

      “It was remiss of me not to introduce myself immediately. My name is Jonathan Deacon.” He bowed again.

      “The bowing is a bit melodramatic, Mr. Deacon.” I tried to rekindle my fear—it seemed to be the most useful emotion right now. A spark of it lit up, and I grabbed it.

      “Please, call me Jonathan. May I call you Eleanor?”

      “No. Why were you in my hedge? How do you know my name? What do you want?”

      “So many questions! I would be delighted to answer them all for you, but I think we’d be more comfortable in your living room.”

      “I don’t. I don’t invite peeping Toms into my house.”

      “That’s not true. You invited Finnegan Byrne into your home a couple hours after meeting him at a bar, and not just for a chat.”

      I schooled my features so I wouldn’t show a reaction. Something was wrong, but I couldn’t put a finger on it. Creepers were always a bit scary, but the fear that kept crawling around my brain getting squashed by either false bravado or a cotton-wool soporific was more than just “scary man in the dark.” Maybe if I kept him talking—at a distance—I’d figure things out. “Answer my questions or get the fuck out of here.”

      “You are in no position to make demands, Ms. Morgan,” he whispered into my ear. I jumped backwards at his sudden and inexplicable proximity, pinning myself against my front door. “I’m sure you don’t want any trouble.”

      “What are you?” I shrieked, trying to scramble around him.

      “Your worst nightmare, and the one who will claim the bounty.” He grabbed my hair and yanked my head back. “I’ve never drunk a fairy before. This should be excellent.”

      I screamed as his teeth elongated into fangs, then thrust my knee into his groin, smashed my mostly empty beer bottle over his head, and grabbed his arm and attempted to throw him off me. His grip was unyielding, even as he bent double.

      “I could’ve made this pleasant for you, Princess,” he snarled. “Now, however, this will hurt.”

      My knee stopped moving inches from a second groin attack. I was paralyzed.

      He lowered his mouth towards my neck. I whimpered as his teeth broke my skin and searing hot pain coursed through my veins. Before he’d had more than a swallow, the pain abruptly ceased, and he dissolved in front of me. The particulates in the air slowly fell to the ground in a pile of dust and ash.

      Finnegan Byrne, my best—and only—friend, stood on the other side of the vampire who’d just ceased to be, laurel stake in his hand and shit-eating grin on his face. “Good thing you had all this wood around.” He dropped the stake when I kicked him in the shin. “Ow! What the hell? I saved your life!”

      “What are you doing here? Are you another stalker like this…” I struggled with the word before spitting out, “whatever the fuck this is? How did you know my life needed saving?”

      “Vampire?”

      “Not funny, Finn.”

      “Bloodsucker, leech, sanguinarian, hemovore. You know, a fancy phlebotomist…a fangy asshole.”

      “Stop. You’re missing the point. How did you know I needed saving?”

      “You called me.”

      “I did not. I didn’t have a chance.”

      “We’re…connected. When you screamed in fear, I came. I’ll always come to help if I’m able. This was just the first time I’d heard you scream since…how long has it been again?”

      “Not the time, Finn. It’s never the time. I was just attacked by a motherfucking vampire who knew my name, called me Princess, and said there was a bounty on my head. What. The. Fuck?”

      Finn shoved his hands in his pockets, then pulled out a handkerchief and handed it to me. “For your neck.” He stared at the ground and avoided meeting my eyes. “I have something to tell you, and you’re not going to believe me.”

      “What do you mean, you have something to tell me? Something relevant to this?” I waved, rather wildly, at the pile of ashes scattered around me. My mind was going back and forth between seeking out that blanket of comfortable numbness that assured me everything was going to be just fiiiiiiine and grabbing onto a panic so powerful I wanted to flee the scene—maybe the city and state, too. I’m sure Fiji was nice this time of year.

      “I’ve had this conversation a hundred times in my head, but now that it’s time, I’m not sure how to begin.” Finn tugged on one of his ears and stared at a fixed point above my head.

      I crossed my arms and glared. “You said we’re inexplicably connected, so you’ve already started. Why don’t you head back to the beginning and continue on from there?” Anger was starting to seep in between the numbness and the panic. The tips of my ears were hot enough to burst into flames.

      Finn cleared his throat. “Ellie, can you calm down? Or take a couple deep breaths or something? You’re upsetting the hedge.”

      My mouth dropped open. “I’m upsetting the hedge? I don’t even know which word to emphasize in that sentence.”

      “Look.”

      I turned my attention to the hedge I’d spent hours trimming. It’d grown almost thirty feet in the last few minutes. “What the hell is going on? How is that my fault?”

      Finn closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “You’re a fairy.”

      “That’s what the…vampire said, too. I don’t understand.”

      “Magic, vampires, fairies—everything you read in your childhood books is real. The Fae—fairies—were locked away in their land a thousand years ago. It’s a kind of…parallel universe. The gates between our worlds were sealed up with magic, and only a few holes were left.”

      “I don’t understand those words in that order.”

      “You were sent here from the Fae plane so that when the magical barriers began to weaken, you’d be here to open the doors, allowing the Fae access to this world again. Your sole purpose is to be here at this place and time with enough royal power to fulfill the prophecies.”

      “I was ‘sent’ here? What about my parents? Were they my parents? Am I a changeling like in Spenser’s ‘The Faerie Queene?’ Is there a human somewhere who should’ve been raised by my folks?”

      “Your human parents were good people who desperately wanted a child but couldn’t conceive. It’s a fairy tale in every sense of the word. You needed to be immersed in this world, to appear human and to not give yourself away by drawing on your power. You needed to be ordinary. You were left on their doorstep with a note and a check, and they raised you like their own. They were your parents.”

      “Holy crap. I’m like Harry Potter! Did they know who I was?”

      “All they knew was that you needed a home.” Finn ran his hand through his red hair, making it stand up in little spikes. “I know it sounds weird and impossible, but look at your hedge and the vampire.” He gestured at the pile of dust at my feet. “You’re magic, and the kind that’s not often seen on earth. The Fae take their prophecies very seriously—that’s the only way they’d send the heir out unprotected to be raised by humans. We value our children, but not as much as we value power. Once you open all the gates, the boundaries will fall, and the Fae can once again freely access this land.”

      His words punched through me and sat heavy in my gut. I couldn’t tell if I was about to cry or puke or both. None of this could be true. It didn’t make sense. Fairy tales weren’t real, and even if they were, I was not part of them. I was Eleanor Morgan, data entry specialist and avid gardener. I had more hobbies than friends. I was not the heroine of some great tale.

      “This is ridiculous. I’m having another beer.” I went inside, grabbed a beer, and went back out to the porch where Finn was sitting on the swing.

      “Feel better?” he asked.

      “No.” I paced while I sipped my beer until I’d calmed down enough to sit down next to Finn. “Joke’s over. How’d you do it? How did you fuck with the hedge and arrange the stab and poof with the creepy dude?”

      “Ellie, I wish I had more time to explain what was going on. I wish you could adjust over years instead of a day, but you can’t. I’ll start with what you need to know and do my best to fill in the blanks as we move forward. It’s my job to guide you through this process, to help you find the gates, and to be a resource as you learn more about your powers and your people.”

      I put the bottle down slowly. “Step back from the pompous lecture. We’ve known each other for years. You’ve had time. More importantly and exponentially creepier, if I’m your ‘job,’ then it wasn’t chance we met when I moved here after my parents died. You orchestrated that meeting. I took you home the night we met and was surprised when we kept running into each other. It wasn’t a coincidence; it was part of a convoluted plot so you could keep an eye on me. That is a violation of everything, Finn. Everything. How can I trust anything you say at this point? You lied to get into my bed and lied for years after. You pretended to be my friend this whole time!” I blinked rapidly to dash away the tears of fury that had formed in my eyes. I hated being an angry crier.

      “It’s not like that, Ellie. I swear,” Finn said, holding out his hands in supplication. He didn’t quite make eye contact with me, and his persistent gaze on my forehead made me feel like I’d missed a spot the last time I washed my face. “I did seek you out when you moved here,” he continued. “I knew who and what you were. Going home with you was not part of my plan. Sleeping with you was not part of my job description. It was more of a bonus.”

      “Are you fucking kidding? Did you refer to fucking me as a job bonus? At least I put an end to that long ago.” Red, hot anger was brewing in my chest, and fists formed at my sides. We’d been friends for years, and regardless of his feelings for me now, he’d used a lie and my goodwill to creep into my life. Every time he’d joked about us being a couple, every time I’d called him when I was lonely and needed a friend, every time we’d shared pizza and beer—it was all based on a lie.

      “No! No, definitely not. I meant that you’re amazing! I like you, and regardless of why we met, I still want to be your friend, more than friends if you’ll let me.”

      It was the same refrain he’d been singing since I’d changed our relationship from “friends with benefits” to “friends only.” I couldn’t reciprocate his feelings, so I’d ended it. He’d wanted to stay friends, but that hadn’t stopped him from trying to talk his way back into my bed, and presumably from there into my heart, ever since.

      I couldn’t deal with the emotional backlash from him and the sea of emotions I was drowning in with everything he’d just told me. Part of me wondered if this was some elaborate ploy to win me back, but then I remembered the vampire. I shuddered, and the tug of war between tears and vomit was leaning towards the latter at this point.

      “Finn, I’m tired. It’s been a long day. I’m willing to believe that something is going on, and it appears that I’m involved somehow, but I’m bleeding from the neck, I’m exhausted, and I don’t want any alternate realities at this point.” I handed him back his blood-stained handkerchief, which he took with the tips of his thumb and forefinger.

      “Of course. We’ll talk tomorrow. I’ll stay in the guest room in case you need me.”

      “The fuck you will,” I objected. The pile of ash on my porch was a visual reminder that I might need protection, but I didn’t want it from Finn.

      “He won’t be the last. There is a bounty on your head—not everyone wants the gates to open,” Finn said, looking up at me from underneath his red eyelashes in a way he clearly thought was endearing, but that I considered punchable.

      I looked back down at the ashes. “Fine. I wasn’t prepared for a vampire attack, and I’m sure I’m not prepared for anything else. Come in.”

      I locked the door behind Finn and asked, “Do you need anything?”

      “No, I’m good.” He did the puppy-dog from hell eyes at me again.

      “Perfect.” I climbed the stairs and closed my bedroom door firmly behind me.
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        * * *

      

      I’d forgotten to close the curtains on my east-facing window, so I woke with the sun. I rubbed my eyes and stumbled downstairs, following the aroma of freshly brewed coffee. Finn stood at the stove, flipping pancakes. “Good morning,” he said.

      I didn’t answer, although I did take his peace offering of breakfast.

      When I’d finished eating, I took my coffee to the porch. I sat in the middle of the porch swing to make it perfectly obvious he was not welcome to join me. He sat on the railing across from me and opened his mouth.

      “Wait.” I held up one finger to silence him. “Let me have one more moment.” I took a sip of coffee and side-eyed Hedge Antilles. It was twenty feet taller than it had been last night. I turned back to Finn. “Okay. I have a few questions I’d like covered, and then we can get through the things you’d like to say.”

      Finn nodded. “That sounds reasonable. What do you want to know?”

      I ticked off my questions on my fingers. “One—who and/or what are you? Two—if I’m a fairy and the land of the Fae is locked down, how did I get here? Three—vampires? Seriously? What else should I worry about? Werewolves? Sorcerers? Are there unicorns? Four—gates? Opening? Explain.”

      I held out my thumb, looked at it, then looked at Finn. “I guess that’s it for now. Go.”

      “You know who I am. I’m Finnegan Byrne. I’m Irish. Ish.”

      I interrupted, “Irishish? That’s a lot of ish. You don’t sound Irish.” I leaned forward, balancing my elbows on my knees, and stared at him. His tone was wrong—he was definitely hiding something.

      Finn laughed. “I didn’t live in Ireland for long, comparatively. To answer your second question…”

      “Oh, no. You don’t get away that easily!” I leaned back and crossed my arms over my chest. “You missed the ‘what are you’ part of the question. I know you’re not exactly human since you sensed when I was scared and showed up in time to save me.”

      “Can’t pull one over on you, can I? I’m also Fae. Kind of an exile. My mother was Fae, and my father was Irish. She snuck through a hole in the border and met my father. It was either a grand romance or a terrible one-night stand, depending on her mood when she was telling the story. When I was born so obviously part human, she came to this plane permanently. I was contacted when they needed someone familiar with the human world to keep an eye on you.”

      My mouth hung open a bit. Finn reached forward and pushed it closed. “I came to Portland when you did, but things didn’t go as planned. I found myself buying you a drink instead of watching from the shadows, and you know what happened after that.” He winked, and I curled my lip. There was no amount of charm that would cause me to forgive him this quickly.

      “Okay, fine. You’re half-fairy because your mother walked through a hole in the boundary—more than once, apparently. If there are holes, why do they need me? Can’t they map the holes and come and go as they please?”

      “There are doors, but there aren’t many, and they’re fewer every year. The more they’re used, the less likely they are to be there next time. When a door is found, it’s guarded to ensure it’s only used for critical business—like sending through the fairy princess who was prophesied to save the world. Unlawful use of a portal can carry the death sentence.”

      The more he explained, the more ridiculous things sounded. I kept expecting to wake up or find out I was the victim of an elaborate practical joke. But even though it was completely insane, I did have the reputation of having weird things happen around me all the time. I was the bane of the IT department because they had to replace my computer a couple times a year when the motherboard would fizzle out. I couldn’t wear a watch, compasses went haywire when I held them, and after the fire department had to be called both times I’d fallen asleep in front of my fireplace, I’d given up hanging around open flames.

      “Princess?”

      “That’s not an official title on the Fae plane, but it serves. There are two realms, the Dark and the Light. Your father is the king of the Light Sidhe. You are his only heir.”

      “Do you know him? What’s he like?”

      “The only time I met him was when he selected me for this mission. He’s ruled for centuries and is well-respected, as far as I know. I don’t know much else about him.”

      “Why send royalty? Wouldn’t a commoner be more disposable in case something went wrong?”

      “That is awfully classist, but that wouldn’t have worked anyway. Royalty isn’t an accident of birth—at least not the way it is here. Royalty is determined by the amount of power you have, and they needed someone of extraordinary power to open these gates.”

      I digested that information. My royal rank probably didn’t matter. I couldn’t imagine who I’d impress, anyway. It’s not like my boss or my neighbors or the number forty-four bus driver would treat me any differently if they found out I was a bona fide princess. At least not different in a way I’d enjoy.

      Finn pushed forward, “What was next?”

      “Vampires? Werewolves? Witches? Unicorns?”

      “You saw the vampire. They drink blood and eschew sunlight. A stake through the heart—either wooden or silver—or beheading are the only ways to kill them. I understand immolation is effective, but it’s pretty hard to get them to stand still long enough. Garlic isn’t a deterrent, they have reflections, and as far as I know, they can’t fly. They can hypnotize humans into doing things they might not want to, like acting like a walking juice box and then forgetting it, but they won’t have that power over you. Most of their daytime activities and errands are carried out by Renfields—humans who are both snack and servant to the vampire. The Renfields drink a little vampire blood regularly, which prolongs their lives and ties them to the bloodsucker. They are a little stronger than a regular human, but don’t have any special powers other than as spies.” He paused and took a deep breath.

      “Werewolves are a yes, although not just wolves. There are shifters of all species, although they are usually predators. I don’t believe any of them are bound to change during a full moon unless they’re being pretentious about it.

      “Witches—yes and no. There are people who can do what you would consider magic. You’ll be able to do magic, but you’re not a witch. Witch is generally considered a derogatory term to denote someone of little power or bad intent. Those who are of this world and can do magic call themselves mages, practitioners, or, if they’re headed towards the Dark Side, sorcerers. Never, ever call them wizards unless you want pubic lice. Trust me. Gandalf isn’t as much of a role model as you’d think.

      “As for unicorns, I’ve never seen one, but that doesn’t mean a whole lot. I haven’t spent much time wandering around on the Fae Plane, and who knows what sorts of creatures abide there?”

      I leaned forward and forgot all about my coffee. “This is insane. If that damned hedge wasn’t growing in front of my eyes, and I hadn’t seen you stake a vampire last night, I wouldn’t believe it.” I tilted my head to one side. “Maybe I’m suffering from a psychotic break.”

      “You’re not psychotic—at least not any more than usual.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Now I want to talk about what comes next.”

      Finn stood up and stretched, then settled into a cross-legged position on the porch. He looked up at me long enough for me to become uncomfortable. I sighed and moved over so he could sit next to me.

      “During the last great supernatural war, the vampires, practitioners, and shifters buried old enmities and joined together to force the Fae off Earth and back to their own plane. The mages, using the power they were able to raise from the other supernaturals, slammed close the gates that had allowed easy travel between planes. Those gates have moved over the years, but there have always been eight—one for each of the Pagan High Holidays. They are currently scattered around North America, although I don’t know exactly where.”

      “Why are they here? Shouldn’t they be in Europe?”

      “The magic is younger and stronger here, and the great gates have never been opened in North America; they don’t have to fight directly against the magic that keeps them closed.

      “You need to open them in a specific order on certain days—the old pagan holidays which were taken from the Fae when they were worshiped as gods. Only a full-blooded Fae with strong connections to both worlds can open them. You’re connected to the Fae Plane through virtue of your birth and this world through virtue of your life. The final gate will open on Midsummer a year from now.”

      “A year? This is going to take a year?” I blinked rapidly and then punched Finn as hard as I could. I’d been wanting to do that since last night.

      Finn rubbed his shoulder. “Yes. You’re Fae, so you’ll live a lot longer than the average human. In the grand scheme of our lives, a year isn’t long.”

      “How long is longer than average?”

      “Forever, more or less. Provided you aren’t killed, you’re practically immortal. I’m only half Fae, so I’ll probably age and die eventually.”

      “How old are you, Finn?”

      He looked down. “Older than you. Does it matter?”

      “Right now, it does. How old?”

      “About 450.”

      “This keeps getting weirder and weirder.” I sighed, looked for my coffee, and rubbed my eyes. “What exactly happens if I open the gates? And what happens if I pretend this never happened and go back to my regular life?”

      “To answer your first question, I’ve been told that nothing much will change for humans. They might not even notice a difference. The Fae will be free to travel between worlds freely as once they did. Some might come live here, in the regions in which they are most comfortable. Most would likely stay on their plane but would have access to resources they don’t currently, like precious metals and stones, but this world has so much iron that few would feel comfortable setting up permanent residence.”

      “Then what’s the point?” I asked. I had that same niggling feeling like he was…if not lying to me, at least not showing me the whole truth.

      “Balance,” Finn said. “With the planes closed off, there can be no balance. They were meant to exist in symbiosis, and with the gates closed, Earth is closed off from the magic that keeps it alive. This world needs the Fae magic to help eliminate the environmental imbalances that have sprung up since the Industrial Revolution.”

      “And what’s in it for the Fae? No way are they saving Earth out of a sense of altruistic balance.” I put as much scorn as I had at my disposal into my voice. I didn’t want him to start thinking he could get away with this shit.

      “The Fae need contact with this world to renew their own magic and bring balance to the universe. Balance is very important to the Fae,” Finn replied, smiling at me with so much sincerity I almost let myself believe him.

      “Bullshit, Obi-Wan.” I rolled my eyes.

      “I only know what I’ve been told,” Finn protested. “I didn’t grow up at court, and I’m not privy to their secrets. When the Light King tells you what to do and why, it’s hard to think of a hundred clarifying questions.”

      “Fine. That sounds logical enough. The Fae have reasons of their own they haven’t shared with you, but it’s likely more than balance and renewing their magic in a world with little magic that motivates them.” I huffed and changed the subject. “What’s the deal with the iron?”

      “Iron is to Fae as silver is to vampires and werewolves. Iron and the industrial revolution are what gave the factions opposing the Fae enough power to finally push them out. It burns—you’ll want to avoid being shackled or stabbed with iron.”

      “I kind of think that’s a given.”

      “If you’re stabbed with a silver blade, it’ll hurt, but unless it’s a solid hit, you’ll recover quickly. An iron blade would fester and weaken you, making recovery less likely and more difficult.”

      “Can I be killed by bullets?”

      “Yes, but it’ll usually take a direct shot to the heart or the brain to kill you before your body can heal the damage. I mean, I wouldn’t want to test an iron bullet and a gut shot, but if the bullet was removed from your body, you should recover.”

      “Oh. Okay.” I cataloged this in the things I needed to remember but couldn’t currently process. “And if I say no?”

      “The magic is flowing, and nothing can stop it. My understanding is that the gates are the only controlled way to let the magic into this world; without them, it’ll find every nook and cranny and burst through, flooding this world with wild magic and destroying anything in its wake it doesn’t understand. It’s the difference between a controlled sluice gate and a bursting dam.”

      “What do you mean, anything it doesn’t understand?”

      “Technology discovered after the wild magic was pushed out. Computers, the internet, electricity… Humans have lived without those things before, so it’s possible that everything will be fine.

      “Either way, you’re a target. You’ve been identified through stories and prophecy as the catalyst, the world-breaker⁠—”

      “How? Who identified me? How do the bad guys know who I am? And what does ‘world-breaker’ mean?”

      “There have been rumors for years that the world-breaker—the Fae destined to open the gates and change the course of history—was in Portland, but until the magic started breaking through over the last month, you looked ordinary. Now—to those who have the ability to see beyond the mundane—you…glow. The magic recognized you, and no matter what, you’ll never be the same. You won’t age—you’ll always look thirty-four.”

      “This seems like the kinda thing you could’ve mentioned last night,” I pointed out. I was angry again. Beyond angry. Furious. The azalea bush in front of me put on at least six inches while I glared at it.

      “You weren’t ready last night,” Finn said, sounding eminently reasonable and simultaneously full of shit.

      I took a deep breath. This wouldn’t work if I ascribed bad intent to everything he said. He was right—I was too upset to listen to reason last night. If he was only telling me now, there must be a very good reason for it. I tried smiling. It didn’t feel right, but I kept it up anyway.

      “Who’re the bad guys?” I asked. Smiling. My cheeks hurt.

      “There are groups of supernaturals who aren’t interested in changing the status quo. The Fae were not always nice. They occasionally killed for no reason, and they kidnapped mage babies to keep as magical slaves. Overall, they were a pain in the ass. That is enough reason to not want this world accessible to scads of Fae again, is it not? The supernaturals here worked hard to rid the plane of most Fae and do not care about balance or the environment enough to make that change. Some are excited about the return of the wild magic, but others would prefer to keep things the way they are. You’ll have almost as many allies as enemies among the magical folk of Earth.”

      It made sense, and I could tell by the set of Finn’s jaw that I wouldn’t get more from him right now. I wasn’t going to let this go, though. If there was opposition, I needed to understand it to make sure I wasn’t the bad guy. Kidnapping and enslaving societies did not deserve the benefit of the doubt. “So, you’re saying I have no choice?”

      “You have a choice. You can refuse, but I don’t think you’ll be allowed to return to your life. You were put here with a purpose, and if you refuse to fulfill it, you’ll lose the protection I can offer. The Fae, especially the old ones, are not known for their compassion.”

      “My choices, then, are to open the gates and bring down a barrier that was erected centuries ago for what sounds like excellent reasons or don’t and watch the world destroyed under a barrage of uncontrolled magic? Not great choices.”

      I drew my legs into my chest and rested my head on my knees. I was sweaty and clammy at the same time, and both my pulse and my muscles were jumpy. I didn’t want this. Any of this. It was too much responsibility and too much work. My breaths were shallow, and I felt like I had a lump in my throat from trying not to cry while also being sat on by a baby rhino. I slowed my breathing. This whole story was barely believable. I was a pragmatist, but Finn was asking me to believe more than six impossible things immediately after breakfast.

      Breakfast. Damnit. I shot out of the porch swing and threw up over the railing. When my stomach was empty, and the retching finally stopped, I turned around and looked at Finn. “I can’t be responsible for the end of the world as we know it.”

      “This is who you are. Either you choose to go forward with me, or you don’t. Either way, you’re making a choice.”

      I didn’t want to believe, and I didn’t want to go forward with this, but at the very least I owed it to everyone to find out if there was a way to stop the magical destruction from happening. I could do the work, find the first gate, learn to harness my powers, and still change my mind at any time. Agreeing now did not mean an iron-clad—or should that be some other metal, now that I knew I had a crazy iron allergy?—oath. There was room to change my mind if I needed to. “Fine. Let’s do this thing. Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead and all that.”

      “The first gate has to be in Portland. You didn’t even think of moving anywhere else after college, even with nothing holding you to the region. You zeroed in on this town like it was the only reasonable place to live. I think it’s in Forest Park, which is why you spend so much time there. It calls to you. The next high holiday—Lughnasa—is in about five weeks. You have five weeks to learn everything you need to know, five weeks to get your affairs in order, and five weeks to find the gate.”
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      The weekend passed in a blur. I sorted and packed. I listed my house to rent on Craigslist. And I tried to dodge Finn’s random yet continual sneak attacks that were meant to “test my defenses” and left me bruised, battered, and jumpy.

      Another attack came Sunday morning before breakfast, and more importantly, before I’d finished my first cup of coffee. I shrieked, dropped my cup, and winced when it shattered, spraying hot coffee and ceramic shrapnel everywhere.

      “Eleanor, you need to be aware of your surroundings. You should’ve heard me behind you. If I’d been a vampire, you’d be dead.”

      “If you’d been a vampire, I wouldn’t have invited you into my basement and turned my back on you. What do you want from me? Other than a three-month fencing class at the community center, I have no training. How am I supposed to learn how to defend myself against weapons and magical creatures in five weeks?”

      Instead of answering, Finn threw a tennis ball at my head. It bounced off before I could even react. I growled in frustration, grabbed the ball, and hurled it back at Finn. It hit him in the center of his face, and blood welled from his nose immediately. My jaw dropped. I was pretty sure I couldn’t have done that if I’d actually tried. “Sorry.” I hunched my shoulders up and pulled my head down in apologetic imitation of a turtle.

      “Don’t apologize. That was great.”

      I allowed myself a tiny, proud grin, and then Finn hurled the ball back at me like he was trying for the fastball pitch record at Yankee Stadium. “Dammit! Enough!” I yelled as I started to duck. The ball exploded inches from my head. There was a small rain of felt and dust; it made me sneeze.

      Finn smiled smugly. “That’s how. You’re extremely powerful. You just need to figure out what your powers are and how to harness them.”

      “In five weeks?”

      “All we need are the basics, and for that, you need to be alert. So pay attention.”
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        * * *

      

      Sunday afternoon we went hiking, although it wasn’t the kind of hiking I was used to. We left the marked trails and found animal pathways while he kept up a constant barrage of instructions. “Reach out with your mind. Feel the forest. Find the plants, the animals, the humans, the supernatural beings. Feel for something different, sharper. Something that feels like home.”

      “Yoda, the whole forest feels like home. That’s why I spend so much time here.”

      “If it were that easy, Eleanor, you’d have moved in with me three years ago when I asked. I live much closer to the forest than you do.”

      “I thought you were joking!”

      “I never joke about cohabitation. I think the gate must be closer to your end of the forest than mine, and you didn’t want to leave it.”

      “Or I didn’t want to move in with my fuck buddy.”

      Finn grinned, but not before I saw a flash of hurt in his eyes.

      “Sorry, Finn. That was harsher than I meant it to be.”

      “It’s the truth, isn’t it? We’re only friends with former benefits.”

      “Emphasis on friends, and isn’t my friendship benefit enough?”

      He smiled at me, but his expression was veiled. “Sit.” He motioned towards the forest floor and sank gracefully into a cross-legged pose. “Let’s talk about magic.”

      Three hours later I was stiff, thirsty, dirty, and nowhere closer to understanding magic. I grabbed a bottle of water from my pack and drained it. Next time I was bringing snacks, too. “You’re saying my magic is earth-based, and I can affect the earth and growing things? I can feel anomalies in the land and heal them? And that this is not crazy?”

      “Yes. You’re bound to the earth—all the Fae are to differing degrees. Most are tied to other elements as well. Since you’re royalty, which generally means power, it wouldn’t surprise me to find that you have other—maybe even stronger—affiliations. You’ve never exercised your power on purpose, and you need the Fae magic to fill your power coffers, so to speak, so you’ve never had much to work with. I’ve gone back and forth between planes often enough to feel the difference between having plenty of power to draw on and having to rely mostly on my internal stores. Without Fae magic to use, everything you do will draw on your own personal stores—it’ll be exhausting, like a physical workout. You’ll be able to find trickles of magic here and there, but it won’t be enough to truly exercise your power.” Finn took a swig of water, which allowed me to digest—or at least attempt to avoid indigestion—his lecture on power coffers.

      I nodded at him to keep going, afraid that if I spoke a torrent of questions would pour out and disrupt the flow of information.

      “That’s the main reason why so few Fae stay here and that the ones who do are usually lesser powers. It’s uncomfortable to be in a place where you’re cut off from the raw energy that is Fae magic. The Fae were responsible for keeping the earth in balance, environmentally speaking. When they were forced out, the imbalance accelerated, leaving the earth polluted and hovering on the verge of climatic destruction.”

      “It’s so nice to know climate change is real and the fault of supernatural creatures,” I said. “Can we send that message to the masses?”

      Finn ignored my question and continued. “I’ve been told that once we open the first gate, that will fill you up and give you the power you need to unlock your abilities. However, before that happens, you need to learn the basics. It’ll be like learning to ride a bike. We’ll start now with training wheels so you can figure out the mechanics and find your balance; when the trainers come off, you won’t fall down.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him. “You know that I don’t actually own a bike, right?”

      “It’s a metaphor. Go with it. Now concentrate.”

      I closed my eyes and listened to Finn’s hypnotic voice.

      “Breathe deeply,” he began. “Imagine you can see the trees surround you. You can feel them; they’re alive. You can feel the small plants and the ivy creeping up the tree trunks. You can feel the vibrations of the earth. You can feel the footsteps of humans and animals. The earth speaks to you.”

      My breathing slowed until it was almost imperceptible. I stretched out with my senses. Finn’s presence, warm and bright but tinged with darkness, was in front of me. The ground, cool and shadowed, dark and rich, was solid below me. The trees were alive and swaying to the song created by chattering squirrels and twittering birds. They rose up around me, and the life force that emanated from them filled me with ecstasy and anticipation. There was something else, something I couldn’t quite identify. Something exuding hunger and frustration was stalking a human runner from the deep shadows. I kept an eye on the situation in case I had to intervene—not that I knew how to do that—but the runner moved into a different part of the forest and the something didn’t follow.

      Energy surrounded me, encompassed me. I couldn’t label it—only that it was stronger than anything else in the forest. It called to me irresistibly, and the power of that pull was terrifying. I opened my eyes to tear myself away and found I was floating about five feet above the ground.

      I crashed to the earth, bruising my tailbone. “Motherfucker,” I muttered.

      “Anything?” Finn asked.

      “Everything is so alive.” I shivered, remembering what it was like to be flooded with energy. “I also felt something different. Something wild and scary, not natural.”

      “Where?”

      “That way.” I gestured off to the west. “Maybe if we start there next time, I can pinpoint it, especially now that I know what I’m looking for.”

      “That’s great. Do you want to try now?”

      “Hells to the no. I am exhausted and hangry. Time to head home.”
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        * * *

      

      The days turned into a pattern of increasing urgency. Trying to balance responsible-human Eleanor with leaving-on-a-quest-Fae Eleanor was ridiculous. I handed in my resignation and wrapped things up at work, more than happy to leave behind the tedium of data entry and the co-workers I’d never gotten to know. For the first time in my adult life, I was unemployed. I was still interviewing potential renters, but most of my time was spent with Finn practicing various forms of combat and magical training: hand-to-hand, dagger work, throwing knives, or sparring with the rapier Finn had found for me. I was exhausted, covered in bruises, and ached in places I didn’t even know I had muscles.

      Afternoons were spent in Forest Park as I tried to hone my magical skills and pinpoint the frightening, but tantalizing anomaly that hid deep within the woods.

      After three weeks, I still wasn’t any further along than I’d been on the first day. I could only use my magic as a defense if I was extremely pissed off and not too tired. I was hit or miss with getting myself into a deep enough meditative state to follow the pull of the dark magic, and I could feel my anxiety amping up with Finn’s frustration. “You need to concentrate. We’re running out of time.”

      “I’m trying. Don’t you think if I could, I would? I’d do about anything to get you off my back,” I groused.

      “It’s not your back that I want to be on.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No.”

      “C’mon. We’ve been living together and working side by side for three weeks. Celibate. How are you still alive?”

      Finn’s attempt at wide-eyed innocence was laughable, but it stirred a disquiet that I squashed immediately. He’d been telling the same joke for almost as long as I knew him. “We haven’t been sleeping together for years. What makes this time a big deal?”

      “I’ve been here with you constantly. You test my resolve.” He leaned forward and leered at me, dropping his gaze to my breasts.

      The unease in my gut was stronger this time. Something was off, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Probably just too much everything—magic, knowledge, combat preparation—making me hyperaware when it wasn’t necessary.

      “I test your resolve? I don’t think it’s your resolve that’s keeping you out of my bed. Friends only, Finn.” I put more firmness in my voice than I usually did when I rebuffed his advances.

      “If we’re going to keep spending this much time together, we might as well reacquaint ourselves, or we’re likely to go mad from the abstinence.” His gaze traveled from my chest down the rest of my body before returning to my face. He winked.

      “You said we’re practically immortal! That makes this next year of closeness merely a drop in the bucket, time-wise.” I smiled, hoping I looked jocular rather than uncomfortable, and tried to take the aura of seriousness out of this discussion so I could shut it down.

      “Using my words against me isn’t kind. I could die of celibacy-related complications!”

      “No one is keeping you abstinent. Just because I won’t sleep with you doesn’t mean no one will. Why don’t you phone a friend?”

      “You’re a cruel woman, Eleanor Jane Morgan.”

      His grin looked genuine this time, and the tension in my shoulders released. Sometimes I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. “You’re a strange man, Finnegan Daniel Byrne. I’m glad you’re my friend.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I got Finn to agree to a temporary cessation of training and sneak attacks. I bought a six-pack and handed him an open beer. “Let’s sit on the porch.”

      He followed me out and leaned against the porch rail.

      “Finn.” “Ellie.” We spoke at the same time and then laughed.

      “You first,” Finn said.

      “I’m scared. Everything has changed so fast. I don’t have a job. In two weeks, I won’t have a place to live. I don’t know where we’re going after I open the first gate, and I don’t even know where it is, yet. I don’t know if I have enough money to pay for all the plane tickets and hotel rooms. I’ve never flown before, and that scares me, too. I’m scared of what will happen when the gates open and what will happen if I can’t open them. I’m scared of who I might become.”

      Finn slipped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. “This is new for me, too. I can’t help you find the gates, but I can offer support during the process. I can reassure you on a couple of things. We won’t be flying. You’re a full-blooded Fae coursing with uncontrolled magic. We are not going 30,000 feet in the air and hoping you don’t lose control. This is road trip territory. Don’t worry about money. We’re covered. The exchange rate between here and the Fae plane is pretty good.”

      I cocked my head and looked at him. “What?”

      He laughed. “You have an expense account, thanks to compound interest and long-term investments.”

      “So I’m rich?”

      “Think of it like having a corporate credit card with no limit. You have access to a lot of money, but if you buy a yacht, you’re going to have to explain it to someone in accounting.”

      “There’s an accounting department?”

      Finn sighed, clearly not appreciating my banter. “Drop it, Ellie. You have money. That needs to be the least of your worries.”

      I aimed my sweetest smile at him. I enjoyed irritating him. He ignored it and continued talking, “Don’t worry about becoming someone different. Having magic and awareness of a different world won’t change who you are intrinsically. You are caring and empathetic. You are optimistic and a little reckless. You are the strongest woman I’ve ever met, and I’ve met quite a few in the last 400-plus years. You are beautiful and good. You are…Ellie.”

      I stared at him, mouth agape. Then I leaned forward and placed my hands on either side of his face. “Thank you, Finn. That is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.” I dropped a kiss on his forehead, then stood up. “I need to go to bed.”

      As I walked up the stairs, I heard Finn whisper almost too quietly for me to hear, a note of desperation threading through his words, “I love you...”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The pounding of jackhammers reverberated through my skull and sweat drenched my sheets. I tried to move, hoping to quell the throbbing headache by gaining distance from the inferno surrounding me, but I was immobilized. It took my sleep-fuzzed brain several moments to realize the heat and the immobility came from the same source: Finn. His lithe body pressed against my back, and one long, slim arm was draped over me.

      “What the fuck are you doing in here?”

      He jumped, slid out of bed, and looked only a little sheepish. “You screamed in your sleep, and I couldn’t wake you, but you seemed soothed by my presence.”

      “This needs to stop.” I stormed into the bathroom and slammed the door. I peered at my reflection in the mirror, noting the still-flushed face. I slowed my breathing and watched the flush fade from my cheeks. I opened the door and came face-to-face with Finn.

      “Holy crap, Finn! Don’t sneak up on me like that! I could’ve stabbed you!”

      He raised an eyebrow at the weapon I’d grabbed when he’d startled me. “With a toothbrush? I would’ve survived. I shouldn’t have been able to sneak up on you, though. Your awareness of your surroundings needs to improve.”

      “Bastard,” I muttered. “The door was closed.”

      “Was that a commentary on my mother or a dig at my morning ninja skills?”

      I grabbed a bottle of ibuprofen and poured three into my hand. “Yes.” I swallowed them dry, brushed past him to grab a towel from the linen closet, and determinedly ignored the mostly naked man in the doorway. “I’m taking a shower. Go get dressed. I’ll meet you downstairs in twenty minutes.”

      Finn laughed and retreated towards the room he’d been using before last night. I cranked the water in the shower on as hot as I could stand it and leaned my forehead against the cool tile. How do I get him to stop? We’d ended—mutually, I’d told myself—the friends with benefits arrangement years ago. I’d taken his flirting in the past as a harmless habit. That was my mistake. I needed to set some ground rules. Possibly write a handbook. The only doors I wanted to crack open were to another dimension.

      When my skin was red from the heat, I turned off the shower, toweled dry, and finger-combed my hair. I dressed in capri-length leggings, a sports bra, and a tank top. I knew the weapons lessons would be intense today, especially since I’d let him sneak up on me this morning.

      Finn was gone, and other than the coffee he’d brewed, there was no sign of him in the kitchen. He hadn’t reappeared by the time I’d finished breakfast, so I texted him to find out what the revised schedule for the day was and got started with the things I could work on solo and grabbed my knives.

      Thwack.

      The knife protruded from the target across the room. Nine out of ten shots had struck the target instead of the surrounding drywall. I was getting better. I was positive that with a little more practice, I’d start hitting the center of the human-shaped targets instead of grazing the left ear, hitting directly between the legs, or just inside the right hip.

      When my right arm started aching, I switched to my left hand and did that until I was too frustrated by my lack of skill to continue.

      Finn was still gone. I wasn’t sure if I was irritated, relieved, or pissed off. He was such a stickler for the training schedule and had made a chart with workout times and breaks built in down to five-minute intervals. I checked the chart. Ten minutes to twelve meant break time.

      After a glass of water, I was ready for the next workout. I was supposed to be sparring hand-to-hand, but without a partner, that was difficult. I texted again—still no response—then did some bag work and sparred with an invisible partner for a while. I readied my stance, squared my hips, and punched. My knuckles grazed off the bag, momentum pulling me forward. I nearly fell. I pulled myself back and readied another right cross. This time I envisioned Finn’s face on the bag and let my irritation with him carry my punch. The blow sent vibrations up my arm, but at least I hit the bag this time.

      I continued the workout, beating up an imaginary Finn. I was soaked with sweat and breathing heavily when I heard the low groan of a squeaky floorboard above me. I stopped moving and tried to calm my breathing and rapid heart rate.

      At first, I heard nothing and was about ready to chalk it up to an old house settling, but then the slightest noise reached my ears. Someone was walking slowly and quietly in my house. Finn was hoping to take me by surprise. I slipped off my shoes to avoid making any noise, grabbed two throwing knives, and snuck up the basement stairs, avoiding the fourth step that made a noise like a shotgun blast with even the lightest pressure.

      I glided into the kitchen and paused, listening for anything that would indicate where Finn was hiding. Peeking around the corner, I saw someone who was definitely not Finn.

      The person’s back was to me, but the figure was too short and too slight to be Finn. It was swathed in a dark robe and hooded cloak. I tried to reach out with my magical senses without closing my eyes to determine who—or what—was in my living room. I knew it wasn’t a vampire, because it was the middle of the day, and I’d not let in anyone after dark since I found out vampires were real. “Who are you?”

      The figure jumped and turned around. It was a woman—a tiny little woman who’d never let go of her goth phase.

      “Are you Eleanor?” she asked. “The Fae world breaker? You’re not supposed to be home.”

      “I asked first, and you’re in my house. Who are you?” I readied a throwing knife then added, “and how do you know my schedule?” She might be wee, but I was guessing she was no pushover—not dressed like that and knowing who I was and where I was supposed to be.

      She didn’t answer. Instead, she reached into her voluminous cloak and then threw something at me. I ducked, but it was too late. Whatever it was—some kind of powder—had already partially blinded me, and my nose began to twitch. I sneezed several times in succession, my throat and sinuses burning and my eyes streaming tears. By the time I could see again, she was gone, and I was coated in fine, black powder.

      Pepper. I’d been taken down by pepper. Finn was going to have a field day with this.
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        * * *

      

      A shower and change of clothes later, I was still alone but at least not randomly sneezing anymore. My afternoons were supposed to be devoted to magic practice and gate hunting in Forest Park, so I decided to go alone. Just in case, though, I called Finn. Worry was starting to creep into my irritation. If he’d really meant me to go it alone today, he could’ve at least left a note before he ditched me. I didn’t leave a message—wasn’t sure “pepper attack in my living room” was voicemail material.

      I drove up Germantown, turned right on Skyline, and then took the narrow road to the Newton Road parking lot. After locking my pickup, I headed north towards Wildwood Trail. The tall evergreens shaded the well-worn path, and I began to relax as the chatter of birds and small forest creatures surrounded me. A cool mist blew over my face as I crossed one of the few streams still running this late in the summer. I reached a fork in the trail and turned onto the Power Administration Road. The sun beat down on me and sweat broke out immediately. The contrast was brutal after the shaded park trails. It was a relief to spot a game path leading off to the West and back into the coolness of the forest. I followed the almost imperceptible trail for a few yards until I found a clearing from which the power-line cut was no longer visible.

      I relaxed cross-legged on the ground. Deep breaths brought me into the meditative state necessary to use my magic. My senses sharpened. I reached towards the discord resonating through the park’s energy.

      The air became richer and darker. I smelled earth and rot. Death and life. There were animals nearby: squirrels, birds, a curious deer. A coyote had passed this way earlier. There were people not too far away. They smelled too earthy to be casual passers-by; maybe they were forest dwellers. Then I smelled something completely new. It was wild and earthy but not unnatural; not like the gate.

      My eyes popped open. The creature was nearing rapidly. I commanded my heartbeat to slow, grabbed three throwing knives, and strained all of my senses. The odor of an unwashed body approached from my right. Finally, I heard the footsteps.

      “Finn!” I screamed with my mind, reaching out towards the Finn-shape in my consciousness as he’d taught me. I had a moment to hate asking a guy for help, and then it appeared.

      The tall, Black, and completely naked man came to a halt the minute he realized I was watching. He had short, curly black hair and facial hair that was more than a five o’clock shadow. His shoulders were broad, and there wasn’t an ounce of extraneous body fat visible. His broad chest tapered down to narrow hips, and his thighs were powerful. He was covered in body hair, but it just served to highlight his big muscles and his big…ahem. He held up his hands and spoke, his voice a rough growl, “I mean you no harm.”

      “Stay right where you are, hands where I can see them. What do you want?” I almost giggled, trying to imagine where he was going to hide his hands—there certainly weren’t any pockets in his birthday suit.

      “I just want to converse. You need to stop what you’re doing.”

      “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. What’s wrong with a hippie tree-hugger hanging out in the woods communing with nature?”

      He laughed, and his open mouth revealed teeth far sharper than they should’ve been. “Don’t play with me, little fairy. I know who you are and what you’re doing. You need to stop before you destroy the world.”

      “I have no intention of destroying the world.”

      He smiled even wider this time, giving me a better and thoroughly unwelcome view of his teeth.

      All the better to eat you with, my dear, I thought.

      “Are the other supernatural creatures blameless?” I was grasping and hoped he couldn’t tell.

      His eyes flashed yellow as a smile spread across his face. Whatever he was, he was not human. To date, my success rate for avoiding attacks by non-humans was zero. I shook myself, trying to force the tension out of my body, and used my left hand to point at his midsection. “You should put some clothes on. Your nudity and excessive body hair are a much bigger danger to America.”

      “Excessive?”

      He glanced down at where I pointed, and in that moment, I struck. I threw the first knife I’d palmed earlier, and it thunked into the meaty part of his right shoulder. Before he could yank it out, I threw the second knife and then the third without even attempting to aim. They hit his left thigh and the tree behind his head respectively.

      “I appreciate that you aimed to disable and not kill. You’re more honorable than I expected. I’ll report back to my pack. We’ll let you know how we’re going to proceed.” He pulled the knives out, dropped them, and walked backwards until he dissolved into the forest.

      I stayed alert until I could no longer sense him, then retrieved my knives, wiped off the blood and hair and sap in the grass, and sheathed them. My concentration was shot, and there was no way I could relax enough to continue my search. I headed back to the truck.

      About halfway back, I remembered that I’d called for Finn, and he hadn’t appeared. He’d promised, or at least implied, that nothing could ever keep him from me if I was in danger. Either this was a test, or someone had gotten the jump on a powerful and highly trained Fae. In my house. During breakfast preparation. What an asshole!

      My steps quickly became stomps, and by the time I got back to my truck, I was fuming. Send me out to the woods and threaten me with a hairy, naked man. Real mature, Finn.
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        * * *

      

      Finn wasn’t at my place and hadn’t returned by the time I’d showered, eaten, and had two gin and tonics. After I locked my house, doubled checked the locks so no creepy goth ladies or naked supernaturalish dudes could break in, I armed myself, grabbed my cell and called Finn. It went straight to voicemail. Again. This time I left a message. “Hey, Finn, it’s me. I wanted to let you know that the house is locked, and I’m going to bed. I don’t know what today was about, but every part of it sucked.”

      I stripped and climbed into bed. I tried to fight my growing sense of unease around Finn’s unexplained absence and fear of the not-quite-attacks I’d experienced today. I’d been expecting him to meet me at home, smirking about my reaction to his naked and dirty friend. I tossed and turned before falling into an uneasy sleep. My dreams were erotic nightmares. A slavering werewolf chased me, but when I was caught, panting and terrified, instead of killing me, he kissed me. I broke off the kiss and stared into his yellow eyes as desire bloomed in me. I moved forward, desperate to feel his skin beneath my hands, but he melted away, and a vampire appeared in his stead. He smiled, his fangs glinting in the low light of my dream-inspired room, and I tilted my neck. There was something hard in my hand—a silver and wooden stake—but before I could use it, he bit me. The rush of ecstasy that came with the bite brought me to the cusp of orgasm, but before I came, the vampire looked at the sky, cried out in alarm, and disappeared into the mist.

      A great dragon hovered over me, fire shooting from its nostrils. It dove at me, engulfing me in flame. I screamed and ducked but couldn’t avoid the inferno. When my panic dissolved, I was warm, but not burned. It was pleasant and homey, like sitting in front of a fireplace on a cold, snowy day. I surrendered to the heat and felt my body warm up, sweat breaking out on my skin. The fire went out as the dragon once more took to the sky, and the wind from its wings chilled me. I woke up, gasping and sweating and covered in goosebumps. I got out of bed and went for a glass of water. It was four am. Finn’s door was open, and his bed was empty.

      I checked the locks again, double-checked my knives, and went back to bed. When I finally drifted off, my sleep was dreamless.
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        * * *

      

      The thick, dark aroma of coffee pulled me from sleep. Finn was back.

      I dressed and went downstairs. My skin felt too tight; it was almost as though my muscles were moving involuntarily. I was too hot and felt off. I shifted and wiggled, and the sensation settled down.

      Finn was in the kitchen, his back to me, scrambling some eggs.

      “Hey asshole,” I said. “Thanks for the goth girl and the creepy, naked dude yesterday. They were awesome.”

      Finn turned around. “What are you talking about?”

      I didn’t answer. His skin was a patchwork of yellowing bruises and half-healed lacerations. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “What naked guy?” He straightened up. His gaze darkened as he looked me over. I wasn’t sure what he was searching for—evidence of a nude man riding piggy-back?—but the pointed aggression in his stare made me hope he wouldn’t find it.

      “You first,” I said. “I’m not the one covered in bruises.”

      He turned his attention back to the eggs. As he plated them with a slice of buttered toast, he said, “It turns out that I’m not the only Fae sent to keep an eye on you. Someone saw us the other night.”

      “What do you mean, saw us?” I pursed my lips and tried to figure out what kind of observation would upset a Fae.

      “Kissing. Someone saw us kissing.” He slammed down my plate in front of me.

      “You got the shit beat out of you because of a kiss on the forehead? That’s not kissing, that’s ridiculous.” I stabbed my eggs with my fork and bit into them like they were a meddling Fae babysitter.

      “According to the person who did this to me, the ‘half-breed bastard’ shouldn’t be taking advantage of the fairy princess. You should be kept pure, as befits your station.” His grimace showed exactly what he thought of that suggestion.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me.” I shoved my plate away to further concentrate on my anger.

      Finn shook his head.

      “I don’t need help to stay out of your bed. Not to mention that we were actually sleeping together for ages before. Where was the royal cockblocker then?” I was getting more and more worked up, and Finn was looking a little wary. “And pure? Pure? I haven’t been a virgin since I was sixteen, and I am not waiting around for some poncy, full-blooded fairy prince to deflower me.”

      When I yelled ‘deflower,’ vines, leaves, and flowers burst from all the houseplants in an explosion of life. I stalked up to Finn and jabbed a finger into his chest. “You’re more than a half-breed bastard. You are my friend. If I’m royalty, I will issue a decree that I can fuck whomever I want. Anyone who has a problem with it will be…will be…decapitated!” Flowers popped off their stems, and the room filled with a gentle rain of petals.

      “Ellie, scale it back a little. Although I appreciate your ire on my behalf, if you don’t rein it in, we’ll be covered in greenery.”

      My eyes drifted over to the engorged plants. “Shit. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I appreciate your willingness to go to bat for me.”

      “What now? Who beat you up? Can I kick his ass?”

      “She arrived when the magic woke. Her name is Arduinna, and I’m not sure I completely understand her interest in you. The Fae don’t typically care who’s coupling with whom, so the objection to you planting a chaste kiss is odd, at best. She can’t lie, no full-blood Fae can, but they are adept at misleading with the truth.”

      “What do we do?”

      “I don’t know. We’ll figure it out. I don’t suppose that this is making you want to sleep with me out of spite?”

      I rolled my eyes at him.

      “I thought not.” Finn sighed. “Oh, well. Now, tell me about this naked man and the goth girl.”

      After describing my meeting with short, pale, and peppery, I detailed my encounter with tall, dark, and naked. Finn dismissed goth girl as “nothing more than someone local’s blood servant,” incompetent and likely dead.

      “If the vamp who sent her intended her to be seen, she’d have had a message—either verbal or weapon-based. Since she didn’t, and she said you weren’t supposed to be present, she was likely there for recon only and wasn’t prepared for an encounter. Since she screwed up her spy mission badly, she’s probably dead now.” He shrugged, unconcerned about her potential life or death. “Renfields are seldom sent out for anything but spying… They’re unreliable fighters unless they’ve lived more than a few decades.”

      Finn was more blasé about the break-in than I’d expected, but he was the one who knew stuff. I decided to go with it.

      “I’m more interested in the man you encountered in Forest Park. Was his scent unpleasant?” Finn asked.

      “Not exactly. It was more like the autumn smell in the forest, rotting leaves and old dirt with an underlying bouquet of mustiness. And a hint of BO.”

      “And fangs?”

      “Right, but not vampire fangs, more ‘sharp, pointy teeth.’”

      “Killer rabbit?”

      I grinned. I loved it when people got my Monty Python references. “More predator than prey. His teeth were almost canid. His relationship with personal hygiene could use improvement; he had more body hair than I’ve ever seen on a Black man, and he was naked. Very, very naked.”

      Finn narrowed his eyes. “You keep emphasizing his nudity.”

      “Well, yeah. I’ve never seen anything quite like that before. He was rather…well-endowed.” I tried for delicacy but wasn’t sure I’d succeeded.

      “You saw a naked, smelly Sasquatch, and you checked out his junk?”

      “Yeah. Keyword is naked. Trust me; you would’ve noticed, too.”

      “Ellie, stop! I don’t want to hear you wax poetic about someone else’s equipment.”

      I laughed. “Fine. I’m done. Any ideas?”

      “My guess is some kind of shifter, and likely an old one. They’re usually a little crazier and more likely to forget about human conventions like bathing and clothing. Can you take a guess as to animal species?”

      “No. How would I know?”

      “They typically have some animal traits, even in human form. The fact that his teeth were pointy meant that he wasn’t completely human; you said they were canid, right? Since he was hairy, it’s likely he grows fur instead of feathers or scales.”

      I closed my eyes and concentrated on pulling up my image of him. I fixed his appearance in my mind and then mentally walked around him, seeing things I hadn’t noticed in the moment. Tattoos covered his back, chest, and upper arms. A scar ran the length of the back of his left leg where it looked like he’d been hamstrung. Small, round scars on his right ass cheek looked like buckshot wounds. I inhaled deeply, filtering out the surface scents and finding an underlying musk that was rich and earthy and wild. His golden eyes darkened to brown around the pupil. Then I steeled myself and looked at his teeth. They were sharp and pointy. I leaned in close and sniffed again. This time, it was easier to filter out the stench and smell the man beneath.

      My stomach growling brought me back to myself and I started talking. “Canine, but not a dog-dog.”

      “Dog-dog? As opposed to what? A cat-dog? A fish-dog?” Finn quirked an eyebrow at me.

      “Shut it. I meant not a domesticated dog. Maybe a wolf or a coyote. When I re-watch the whole encounter, he blurs as he enters the trees, and I can see the tip of his muddy, cream-colored tail before he disappears completely.” I shuddered with remembered fear, then opened my eyes. Finn was staring at me. “What?” I knew I sounded a bit defensive.

      “That was amazing. Have you always been able to do that?”

      “Do what?” I was still shaking off the memory and not following Finn’s questions.

      “The total recall thing.”

      “Kind of.” I shrugged.

      Finn cocked his head to one side and pointed a finger at me. “Explain.”

      “I’ve always had fantastic recall, down to scents and peripheral vision. How do you think I can always put everything away in your house so flawlessly?”

      “I assumed you were stalking me and learned the layout of my place so you could impress me and win me into your bed.”

      I ignored his comment and continued. “In the last few weeks, it’s gotten sharper. If I concentrate, I can remember almost everything.”

      “That’s amazing. This is probably a result of natural talent honed by the practicum I’ve been putting you through.” Finn nodded solemnly and self-importantly, with only a slight twitch at the corner of his mouth giving him away. “Now for the important question: why didn’t you call me?”

      “I did! I texted a couple times, I called with my phone twice, and I did the mental 911 as soon as he came out of the woods. I knew he wasn’t a lost jogger, because of the stealth and nudity. When you didn’t show, I assumed it was supposed to be a lesson, even if I didn’t get the objective. It was the only reason I could come up with for you ignoring me when I thought I was in danger.”

      Finn went still. “You called?”

      “Yeah, of course. I might hate your bossy-pants attitude and the need to be rescued by a guy, but as of now, you’re more equipped to deal with weird threats than I am.” I grinned at him, but he didn’t relax.

      “I didn’t hear you. That fucking bitch kept me from hearing your call.”

      “Other than the pepper attack, which was pretty low-key, everything turned out okay. And the fucking Fae bitch has no reason to interfere with our communication again, does she?”

      Finn looked at me a little hopefully and a lot lustfully.

      “No,” I said, answering his unspoken proposition more gently than usual.

      “Fine. I am much more concerned with the fact that I wasn’t able to hear you when you called.” Lines appeared between his eyes, and his pale skin took on a paper-white hue.

      “It’s fine,” I soothed.

      “I’m going to pop out. Wait ten minutes, then call, okay?”

      “Sure, we can absolutely do a test of the emergency Finncasting system.”

      Finn disappeared with a barely audible pop. I stared at the space where he’d been. That was completely unexpected, although it explained a lot about his comings and goings. If it turned out that I could teleport, too, I was going to be seriously pissed off that he hadn’t led with that bit of training.

      I waited ten minutes and then thought as hard as I could, “This is a test. This is only a test. If this were a true emergency, I would be much less coherent. Please come home now.”

      A few seconds later, Finn reappeared. “What the hell, Finn? You disappeared! Can I do that?”

      “I doubt it. It’s a rare ability that runs in bloodlines. It never spontaneously shows up, and I wasn’t told that it was one of your potential abilities.”

      “You have a list of my potential abilities? How come I haven’t seen it?”

      Finn ignored me. “The good news is that your mental call worked. Arduinna must have been actively blocking all mental communication. It doesn’t make sense. It wouldn’t be good if you were damaged while she was beating the crap out of me.”

      “Yeah, my damage would be ‘not good.’ Maybe even tragic.”

      “I didn’t know anyone could make air quotes look that sarcastic. Impressive.”

      “Whatever. Back on point. You are not getting out of this. I want the list.”

      “I can’t give it to you. Things need to show up naturally. If you concentrate too much on something you think sounds cool—like teleportation—and not enough of something that you’d be stronger in, your training won’t be as effective.”

      “Bullshit.” I glared at him. It made sense, in a way. But still… “This isn’t over. We will be having words.”

      “We’ll talk about it after we open the first gate. Being that close to a flood of magic should trigger everything in you that’s dormant for lack of available power.” He smiled at me, projecting innocence and trustworthiness. I wasn’t buying it.

      “There are angry vampires, pepper-wielding goth girls, fetid were-beasts, and violent Fae mucking about with things. What if I don’t find the gate?” Worry grew in the pit of my stomach as I tried hard to squash my fears of inadequacy and failure.

      “You will. The knowledge is inside you. You just need to channel the power.” Finn smiled encouragingly.

      “What happens to me if I fail and the magic rushes over the earth like a tsunami?” I asked.

      “I honestly don’t know. The key could be destroyed with the door.” Finn shrugged.

      His blasé answer about my potential death ratcheted up my anxiety several notches. “What’s the world going to look like when all the gates are open? What will that much magic do to a world that’s been without for so many centuries?”

      “Those, Eleanor, are excellent questions. There’s only one real way to find out.”
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      Finn and I hiked east on Wildwood Trail for about twenty minutes before I stopped and held up a hand. I turned around slowly.

      “What is it?” Finn asked.

      “We’re being watched, and it’s the same…person…I encountered before.”

      Finn raised his head and sniffed the breeze. “If he’s here, I can’t smell him. Are you sure?”

      “Not completely, but there’s something out there, and it feels familiar.”

      “Let’s ignore it for now. We’re forewarned, so he can’t take us by surprise. Now that I’m here, that’s nearly impossible anyway.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Right. Impossible that you’d be taken by surprise by a wolf shifter you can’t smell. What would I do without you?”

      “Hey! Don’t criticize my macho posturing. I need to feel useful for something.”

      I chuckled and led the way further down the trail. About a mile later, I paused at a dry stream bed and left the trail, following the small wash downhill. When I got to a clearing, I walked to the center and sat cross-legged.

      I took a deep breath, confident Finn was on guard, and started the breathing meditation that allowed me to sink into a light trance. When the relaxation and lightness settled on to me, I opened my eyes. The forest had a different cast. I could see the life energy of all the trees and forest denizens. There were deer and humans near but not too close, and the shifter was about fifty yards away, stock-still.

      I got Finn’s attention and cocked my head in the direction of our watcher. Finn nodded and transferred his attention in that direction. Satisfied Finn had made the shifter, I turned my attention even deeper. The forest’s life force became background, allowing new energies to appear. There were lines of almost pure magical energy flowing through the forest, creating a web. I knew that this was what the great mages drew on for energy. The energy was humming and feeding the forest and its inhabitants, but I still couldn’t find the gate.

      I stood and began turning in a circle. As I hit 270 degrees from where I’d started, I saw it. There was a gathering of the energies to the Southwest. It was a dark shimmer, nearly imperceptible. Every time I tried to look directly at it, it disappeared. It felt both alien and familiar.

      I crouched and drew an arrow in the grass with the chalk bag I’d brought for this purpose. Then I pulled my awareness back into my body, blinked rapidly to clear my sight and my mind, and lost my balance, sitting down more abruptly than I’d meant. Finn started towards me, but I waved him off. “I’m tired, but okay. Give me a minute.”

      Finn got out the compass and a map and lined things up with the chalk arrow.

      “Do you want to try to find the site today?” I asked as Finn finished up the recording, and I tried unsuccessfully to suppress a big yawn.

      “No, the sun will set soon, and I don’t think we want to be in the Forest after dark. We can come back tomorrow.”

      I looked up and noticed the dimming light for the first time. “How long was I meditating?”

      “About six hours. I ate all the snacks.”

      “So weird. It felt like only a few minutes. What happened to our stalker?”

      “He’s still there.”

      I turned towards the direction from which I’d last sensed the shifter and waved.

      “What are you doing?” Finn hissed.

      “He knows we’re here, and we know he’s there. Might as well let him know he’s not as sneaky as he thinks he is.”

      “Now isn’t the time to be antagonizing a shifter. The full moon is due to rise in oh, approximately four minutes!” Finn’s voice rose as he waved his watch arm in the air.

      “Yelling’s probably not going to help with either staying on the DL or with future Fae/Shifter relations. Besides, you said they weren’t tied to the phases of the moon.”

      “The wolves are traditionalists. They always shift for the full moon days.” Finn stuffed the topo map, GPS, and compass inside the backpack and started towards the dry stream bed. “Come on, Ellie, before you’re a snack.”

      “It might be too late for that,” the shifter growled as he stepped into the clearing. He was completely nude, but he was cleaner with less of an earthy odor. His yellow-streaked eyes glowed in the dissipating sunlight. “Maybe tonight I’ll find out how a fairy princess tastes.” He licked his lips, but the look he gave me made it clear his hunger wasn’t for food.

      Heat kindled in my lower abdomen, and a flush rose up my cheeks.

      “Ah, I see the fairy is not averse to being eaten.”

      Finn looked at me and then stepped between me and the shifter. He drew a sword that hadn’t existed a moment before and brandished it towards the naked man. “Leave her alone. There are two of us and only one of you. You’re outnumbered.”

      “There may only be one of me,” his low tones reverberated and made me shiver, “but tonight, that is enough.”

      A glow rose up and distorted the view of the shifter. Through the haze, I could see his limbs lengthen and change shape. “Finn, now would be an excellent time to get out of here.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      Finn grabbed my hand, and we scrambled up the dry creek bed towards the trail. We turned left on the trail and started running back to the road. Before we’d gone more than a half mile, I heard the faint sound of footsteps hitting the trail, quickly followed by wet, fast breathing approaching from behind. Before I could react, the wolf soared over our heads and landed on the trail in front of us.

      The sky was turning indigo as the sun went down, and the light of the rising full moon lit the red and cream fur of the largest wolf I’d ever seen. He opened his mouth, displaying sharp fangs, and growled. Finn grabbed my hand again, and we stood side-by-side facing the wolf.

      He growled again and slowly approached us.

      Finn squeezed my hand tightly. “I don’t know if this is going to work, but hold on.”

      “What? What might not work?” I winced at the sound of rising panic in my voice.

      Finn didn’t answer. Instead, he pulled me into a tight embrace, and the forest blinked out of sight.

      The air felt thicker, and I gasped for breath. Before I could panic, my lungs re-inflated, and the sensation of floating overcame me. As soon as my weightlessness registered, I dropped towards the ground and hit hard. I lay there, panting, and looked around. I was in the middle of a large room with stained concrete floors. There were leather couches and recliners scattered about, and on the wall was a ridiculously large flat-screen TV.

      “Where are we? What did you do?”

      Finn was sitting on the floor looking as bad as I felt. He held up a finger as he gasped for breath.

      I waited patiently—for about thirty seconds. “Seriously, Finnegan Byrne. WTF?”

      “You’ve seen me teleport before; this time I took you along for the ride.”

      “If you can do that, why have we been wasting time driving?”

      “I wasn’t entirely sure I could do it. I’ve never taken anyone with me before. I don’t think I ever will again. I kind of want to die now.”

      “Where are we?”

      “My place.”

      I let skepticism color my voice, “Seriously? I’ve never seen this room before.”

      “I’ve never had you over to watch television.”

      “That’s not true. You’ve had me over to watch movies dozens of times. You told me that the only TV you had was in your bedroom…ohhh…you’re a dirty scoundrel, Finn.”

      Finn smirked through his labored breathing. “Why on earth would I want to watch a movie with you down here when you might insist on completely separate sofas?”

      “Why are there so many?”

      “I am a popular man.”

      I snorted. “Whatever, let’s go home.”

      “We’re staying here tonight. I don’t have a car, and I’m not interested in ever teleporting…”

      “Can we call it tessering?”

      “Nerd. Whatever. I’m not interested in ever tessering with another person again. I am so wiped out right now, I don’t think I could even teleport myself to my bedroom. Another reason is that my house is pretty well warded against most unwelcome guests.”

      “Most?”

      “It can’t keep out Fae who are more powerful than me.”

      “As long as you have food and beer, I don’t care where we stay or who drops by.”

      Finn stood up and held out a hand to haul me to my feet. He led me upstairs and closed the door behind me. We’d come out in the pantry, and the door now looked like nothing more than empty shelves. “You have a fucking secret passage, and you never told me? I hate you! That is so awesome!”

      Finn laughed. “Had I known how impressed you’d be, I would’ve risked my love life and brought you downstairs for movie night.” He pushed me towards the kitchen table. “Sit. I will bring you sustenance.”

      “What are we having?”

      “Whatever I find in the fridge. Choices are pretty limited.”

      “We could order in.”

      “I’m not bringing the wards down for anything, not even Chinese food. It’s the full moon, and an angry shifter has our scent. Let’s stay safe and sound behind the walls.”

      “Chicken.”

      “I will gladly accept that label if it means you aren’t getting…eaten…by the shifter tonight.”

      I blushed.

      “Are you blushing right now, woman? I didn’t think there was an innuendo that could get to you.”

      “He was so…powerful.”

      Finn glanced over his shoulder at me while he rummaged in the fridge. “Powerful? Really, Ellie? He was a Sasquatch who turned into a giant, slavering beast. A beast that wanted to kill us.”

      “I know. I’m not saying his anger management issues didn’t put a damper on his attractiveness, but did you see those arms?”

      “Attractive? I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.” Finn thumped the fridge door closed. “Grilled cheese and tomato soup okay?”

      “It’s too hot for soup, but grilled cheese sounds divine. Can I help?”

      “Nope. My kitchen is sacrosanct. I wouldn’t want it defiled by someone with your kitchen skills.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I have mad kitchen skills.” I hopped up and went to the fridge.

      “Mad skills? You eat takeout five of seven nights.” Finn swatted my ass. “What are you doing in there?”

      “Helping. I’m making beverages.” I emerged with two beers. “I can cook; I choose not to.” I opened the beers, handed one to Finn, and resumed my place at the table. “Are they all like that?”

      “Like what? Hairy, slobbering creatures that are more animal than human with hair triggers? Yep. Most of the shifters I’ve met at least wear clothes, though. We should probably send this one a Nordstrom’s gift card or something and then get him an appointment for some manscaping.”

      “He wasn’t so bad. Maybe a little hairy, but the nudity thing was working for him.”

      “Christ, Ellie. I don’t want to hear you talk about every hairy Tom’s dick. Can we drop it?”

      “Sorry, Finn. Consider it dropped. Can we talk about his potential motivations and the probability that we’ll be able to find and open the gate without being attacked?”

      Finn sighed. “Of course. You said he’d warned you before, right? Do you remember his exact words?”

      “Not exactly, but he asked me to stop looking for the gate. He said that I was going to destroy the world, the gates were locked on purpose, and he was going to report to his pack. He said I was an honorable foe since I threw my knives to injure and not kill.”

      “Why’d you do that?”

      “It was an accident. I missed. I almost told him that I had bad aim, but decided that was not the wisest course of action.”

      “Probably for the best.” Finn plated the sandwiches, and we took our dinner out to the deck.
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        * * *

      

      I slept late the next morning, and every muscle in my body screamed in protest when I attempted to get out of bed. Even though I knew I’d spend the day getting sweaty, I couldn’t do anything until after a shower. The hot water felt divine, but putting on the previous day’s sweat-encrusted clothes nearly ruined my post-shower high.

      I headed downstairs and followed the scent of fresh coffee out to the deck. The morning was already hot. It was going to be one of those rare Portland summer days that dawned hot and muggy and only got worse as the day wore on.

      Other than the pot of coffee and a plate of mini muffins on the table, there was no sign of Finn. Two cups of coffee and five mini muffins later, he still hadn’t appeared. I found my cell in the backpack, but when I called him, his phone rang from the same backpack pocket.

      I was considering launching a search party when I heard my truck pull into the driveway. Finn climbed out of the truck and walked up to the deck, tossing my keys to me.

      “Idiot. You can’t disappear without leaving a note. Last time you did that you were gone for twenty-four hours getting the shit beat out of you.”

      “Awww, Ellie! Were you worried about me?”

      “What would give you that impression?” I tossed my hair and threw a muffin at him. It hit him right between the eyes. I’m not sure which of us was more surprised.

      “Nice throw! Looks like all the practice is finally catching on. And for the record, I much prefer having muffins thrown at my face rather than tennis balls.”

      “Give me an arsenal of tiny muffins, and I’ll be unstoppable!”

      “Your reputation as a fierce muffin tosser would make the bad guys think twice about attacking you. Muffin tosser. Heh.”

      “I can always count on you to bring the twelve-year-old wit into any situation.”

      “I’m here for all your adolescent humor needs.” He bowed. “If you’re adequately caffeinated and fed, let’s get going.”
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        * * *

      

      Finn called a halt in late afternoon after hours of fruitless searching.

      “Let’s go, Ellie. It’s hot, we’re both tired and cranky, and your concentration is slipping. We’re not getting any further today.”

      I wiped the sweat that was dripping down my nose. “You’re right. I can’t concentrate for shit right now.”

      “Let’s go back to your place, get cleaned up, and then I’ll take you out for dinner and dancing.”

      “You’re going to take me out for dinner and dancing? Aren’t you afraid of the shifter?”

      “The full moon cycle is over. It should be safe, and you need to blow off some steam.”

      “Did you do something wrong? I can count on one finger the number of times in the last six years you’ve offered to take me out for dinner, and you hate dancing.”

      “Why are you questioning my motivations? You’re tired. I’m tired. I’m not cooking, and I’m pretty sure if we order pizza again, they’ll stage an intervention. I want a good drink, some good food, and a distraction from thinking about gates or shifters or the Fae. Is that too much to ask?”

      “Okay, Finn. Sorry.”

      He grimaced and ran his fingers through his hair. “My temper is a wee bit short right now. Let’s go home and shower; then we can find martinis.”

      As soon as we got home, I hopped in the shower. It didn’t take long to rinse the dirt away, but washing the stresses of the past five weeks away took longer. I turned off the water, toweled off, and headed into my bedroom. I selected my only pair of designer jeans that had survived the packing extravaganza and a black, sleeveless top, low-cut enough to hint at my generous cleavage without needing to worry about a wardrobe malfunction. Black, sparkly jewelry and a pair of stilettos completed the look.

      Finn finished his shower and disappeared into his room, so I darted into the bathroom to finish getting ready. Although hair products and makeup were seldom in my repertoire, tonight I was going all out. It might be my last chance to be fancy before the end of the world. When I finished, I stepped back and looked at myself in the full-length mirror. I would never be a supermodel—too damn short and curvy—but I could recognize when I looked smokin’.

      I took a moment to ensure everything was in place and then opened the door. Finn was exiting the guest room, and the look on his face said I was right in my self-assessment. He looked good, too. He’d put on a suit and was adjusting his cufflinks. The blue-green color of his shirt complemented his blue eyes, and the dark suit set off his pale Irish skin perfectly.

      “We are hot,” I said. I grabbed my purse and started towards the stairs.

      “I’ll be a minute,” he said in a strangled voice. I shrugged and continued downstairs. When he joined me a few minutes later, he’d regained his equilibrium. “Shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      We stopped for pre-dinner drinks and appetizers at a martini lounge in the Pearl and then walked down to a trendy bistro a couple of blocks away for dinner and more drinks. After two martinis and half a bottle of wine, I was ready to dance and blow off some steam.

      Music flowed from a dark bar that straddled the line between dive and posh. “Haven” blinked in green neon above the door. The bored-looking bouncer intoned, “Ten dollars, two-drink minimum,” when we approached. Finn handed him a twenty. He took a cursory glance at our IDs and then went back to watching porn on his iPad before we’d even cleared the doorway.

      The bar was busy, but not packed, although the dance floor was pretty crowded. “Is it safe?”

      “Look around. Check out your fellow patrons.”

      I did as commanded. There wasn’t a single mundane human in the joint. I looked back at Finn and cocked an eyebrow.

      “It lives up to its name. No humans can wander in by mistake, and no violence can be committed.”

      We headed to the bar to get some drinks, and Finn grabbed a couple of barstools. I looked longingly at the dance floor.

      “Go ahead,” he said. “I’ll save our seats.”

      I headed to the dance floor. The steady beat crawled up into my body; I closed my eyes and let it move me. When the song ended, I looked for Finn and saw him chatting with a woman wearing enough leather to retrofit an entire herd of cattle. I grinned and melted back into the crowd.

      I was swaying in time with a slower song when a strong pair of arms wrapped around me from behind. “Hello, sexy,” a low voice whispered. “Are you in need of a dance partner?”

      “I wouldn’t mind a little diversion,” I answered.

      “Let me see what I can do.” He pulled me closer and moved against me in time with the music. It didn’t take long for the dance to turn from sexy to erotic. His hands slid down my sides to grab my hips. He pulled me back against him, and his hardening cock pressed against my backside. I turned around in his arms to get a look at my new friend. He was so tall that my first glance, pressed this close together, was of a massive chest. I ran my hands up his abs to that impressive chest before my eyes finished their journey up to his face.

      I froze. “You,” I whispered.

      “Hi.” The yellow eyes of the wolf shifter stared down at me, and before I could say anything, he dipped down and kissed me. His kiss was intense and wild and everything I’d imagined it would be. He plundered my mouth with his tongue. He tasted rich and earthy. I kissed him back with a passion I didn’t even know I possessed. I could tell we were moving but didn’t care, even though I knew I should. When my back hit a wall, I tore myself away and looked around. We’d left the dance floor and were in a dark, narrow hallway. There was no one in sight. I tried to convince myself to be terrified, to call for Finn. To do anything but what I wanted desperately to do.

      His hands slid to my ass and lifted, and I let him pull me up. I wrapped my legs around him, and all I could think about was how much I wanted him inside me.

      He released my legs and held me up as I fought for balance. “Not this time, Princess, but soon.”

      He stepped back, and I gasped when his heat left my body. I stared at him, torn between reproachful and relieved, and that’s when I saw Finn at the end of the hallway. He did not look happy.

      I opened my mouth, not sure what I was going to say, but the shifter interrupted. “The pack has decided not to oppose you. They did decide that one of us would accompany you to ensure that you don’t wreak too much havoc, and to take appropriate steps if it looks as though you’re losing control.”

      My mouth hung open. “You think you can come with us? After you tried to kill us last night?”

      “I wasn’t going to kill you, although I did enjoy the chase. Too bad your friend cheats.” He leaned into my neck, inhaled deeply, then bit down hard. “You weren’t that worried about my homicidal tendencies a few minutes ago.” He pressed his body into me, pushing me into the wall, and I bucked against him involuntarily.

      “You need to stop,” I said. “My friend is going to walk the rest of the way down this hallway and realize who you are. I don’t think he’ll be as forgiving as I apparently am.”

      The shifter pressed into me again, and I whimpered. “I’ll let you go now, but I’m tracking you, Princess. I will be coming with you and this,” he rubbed his blue-jean clad erection against me again, “isn’t over. Not by a long shot.”

      He stepped back and turned to walk away.

      “Wait,” I called. “At least tell me your name.”

      He didn’t turn around, but I heard him clearly. “Isaac. Isaac Walker.”

      I was staring after Isaac when an angry redhead moved into my field of vision.

      “What the fuck was that, Morgan?”

      Oh, shit. He was pissed. He never called me by my last name.

      “What do you mean? You were talking to someone, so I danced with a hot guy.” I knew I sounded defensive, but I couldn’t help it.

      He raised an eyebrow. “That was dancing?”

      “Dancing and stuff. What’s the big deal?”

      “You left the dance floor. You disappeared. Are you stupid?”

      “You said this was a safe place.”

      “Someone could’ve dragged you out an emergency exit. Vampires have tried to kill you, a cloaked woman threw pepper at you in your own home, and a werewolf threatened you yesterday!”

      “The wolves are no longer after me.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “The shifter I danced with told me.”

      “And how would he know?”

      The accusatory twenty questions were beginning to annoy me. “Because he’s the same shifter we saw last night,” I yelled. Finn stilled. I instantly regretted letting the wolf out of the bag.

      “You made out with the werewolf who tried to kill us last night?” he asked, his voice quieter and calmer than I’d ever heard it before.

      “I didn’t know who he was at first.” That sounded pathetic, even to my ears.

      “And when you did realize?”

      I hesitated. I didn’t know if there was any way to mitigate the situation at this point. “I didn’t care.”

      Finn walked away. I trailed behind him. This was not how I’d imagined the night ending.
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      “Ready for sparring practice?” Finn asked the next morning as soon as he cleared the front door. He headed down to the basement without waiting for a reply.

      We sparred in silence broken only by his sharp, staccato corrections. After a couple non-starters, I gave up attempting to engage him in conversation and concentrated on not getting my ass kicked. He blocked my punches with minimal effort and was landing four out of every five on me. The hits I managed to avoid were more luck than skill. He’d obviously been holding back.

      Forty-five minutes later, I was wheezing and drenched in sweat. Perspiration had pooled on the floor in front of me, and in my exhaustion, I slipped and nearly fell. Only then did Finn back off. I swiped my water bottle and drank deeply before sopping my face with a towel.

      “Meet me outside in twenty. We’ll head back up to where we left off yesterday.” He disappeared. Usually, he didn’t bother tessering when it was only a few feet, but apparently today, those few extra seconds in my presence were a few seconds too many.

      Twenty minutes later, I was outside in my truck waiting for Finn. We drove up Germantown Road and once again parked in the Wildwood parking lot. He was out of the truck and disappearing down the trail before I even had the ignition off.

      I chased him down, and we headed to where we’d left the trail a couple of days ago. Finn held out his hand, not meeting my eyes, and I handed him the pack. He pulled out the compass and map, studied them, and then left the trail to head south. I followed him, dodging the branches he let swing back towards my face, until we got to a small clearing.

      “Try again,” he said.

      “Finn—”

      “Save it, Eleanor. Find the damn gate.”

      Sinking to the forest floor, I closed my eyes and slowed my breathing, looking for that still place inside of me that I needed to reach out to the world around me. Finn’s glare burned into my forehead, disrupting my concentration. I gave up. “Either pull out the bug that’s crawled up your ass and died or leave. I can’t concentrate with you glaring at me.”

      “We’ll try again tomorrow.”

      He turned and walked out of the clearing, leaving me to scramble to pick everything up and shove it in the pack. The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and I knew someone was watching me. I turned; the outline of a figure was barely visible against the leafy darkness of the trees.

      “Isaac?”

      He stepped out into the light far enough for me to see him—and see that he had once again eschewed a shirt. My gaze wandered down, and I told myself that I was not disappointed that he was wearing jeans.

      I looked up in time to see him smirk. He winked at me and melted back into the forest so quickly it gave the illusion of vanishing.
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        * * *

      

      I closed the pickup door behind me when I got in. The ride home was filled with uncomfortable silence. Finn’s grip on the steering wheel was so tight that his knuckles were turning white against his already pale skin. He parked and turned off the ignition. Before he could disappear, I grabbed his wrist. “I have had enough. We need to talk.”

      “I don’t think that’s necessary, Eleanor.”

      “If you want me to find the goddamn gate, it is. I’m tempted to stand outside tonight and give a loud and stirring soliloquy directed towards Arduinna about how my inability to locate the first gate is all your fault.”

      He glared. “You wouldn’t.”

      “Probably not, but we still need to talk, so get your Irishish ass inside, Finnegan Byrne.”

      For a second, I thought it wouldn’t work, but he pulled his hand out of my grasp and opened the truck door.

      Finn leaned against the dining room wall and looked at me, his eyes devoid of emotion. I grabbed a couple of beers from the fridge and handed him one.

      “I’m not entirely sure what’s going on. I need some help. This silent treatment thing is destroying my already precarious concentration. I know you’re pissed at me. I don’t know if I can fix that, but if we’re going to be working together, then we need to work this out.” I paused in case he had something to add. He kept leaning. I took a generous pull of my drink while I searched for the right words.

      “Can you tell me why you’re so angry? Is it because I kissed Isaac, because I kissed a shifter, or because I kissed another man?”

      Every time I said the word ‘kiss,’ his jaw clenched harder until I was worried he’d crack his teeth. Finn had finally deigned to sit, but he still wasn’t talking. I sighed. “Finn, you have to help me out. How do we fix this?”

      Finn drained his beer. He got another and finished that one before he spoke. “You consorted with the enemy. You betrayed me, our quest, your own species, and for what? A moment’s thrill?” His voice got louder and louder. “I watched you touch the animal that tried to kill us. If I hadn’t been there to stop things, would you have stopped it? I don’t think so. I know you don’t have feelings for me, but I can’t believe you’d go so far as to rub that in my face.”

      I didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t sound either defensive or assholish, so I didn’t say anything. I didn’t point out that we weren’t involved, and that even when we had been, we weren’t exclusive. I didn’t mention Isaac hadn’t been trying to kill us. I didn’t even question the whole speciesist comment. I waited.

      Finally, Finn stood up. “Ellie,” I was relieved that I was back to Ellie again, even if I hated that nickname. “I don’t know what to do with this. You’ve betrayed our friendship, our working relationship, and our entire quest for nothing more than a chance to fulfill some dirty fantasy.”

      I couldn’t keep quiet anymore. “This isn’t about me ‘betraying the mission.’ I didn’t give intel to Isaac. I didn’t lead him into our secret Batcave. I haven’t even had a conversation with him since that night. I made out with him. This is about you. I like you. Quite a bit, actually. You’re my best friend, and you have been for years. These last few weeks—before you lodged that giant stick up your ass—were great because we spent so much time together. But we are friends. Not friends with benefits. Friends.”

      Finn sat in silence, then ran a hand through his hair—a familiar gesture I hadn’t seen all week.

      “Christ, Ellie,” he said. “I know you’re right. I don’t know what to do. You haven’t been a job to me for years, and I’m projecting too much of my own insecurity onto you.”

      That was refreshingly honest. I narrowed my eyes at him, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “Forgive me,” he said simply.

      “Okay,” I said with as much grace as I could muster. I’d had a pretty strong suspicion that his feelings for me were deeper than mine for him, but I wasn’t enjoying having that verified. I took a deep breath. “What’s next?” I asked. “Are you going to stop being an asshole long enough for me to find the gate in the next forty-eight hours?”

      “I can’t make any promises, but I’ll do my best to stop being an asshole. As for what’s next, let’s cross our fingers, spend the next couple days in Forest Park, and pray to whatever deities you think might be sympathetic to our cause.”

      I clinked my bottle against his. “I can do that.”

      He stood up and drained his drink. “See you tomorrow, Eleanor Jane.” And then he disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      Wednesday dawned too bright and much too early. We had less than forty-eight hours to find the gate, and Finn wasn’t waiting for me to hurry me along. Worried or not, I needed to get to work. I left a note and a voicemail before driving back to Germantown Road. I headed out to the clearing I’d been starting from for the last week and sank into a cross-legged position. Before I could get started, something rustled in the trees behind me. I jumped up and spun around, knives in my hands.

      Isaac walked out of the forest, fully clothed.

      “Isaac.”

      “Eleanor, why are you here alone? It’s dangerous in the forest.”

      “I lost my backup for the day. You didn’t have anything to do with that, did you?”

      His eyes sparked dangerously. “Of course not. I told you that the execution order was not issued.”

      “Not issued for me. You didn’t say anything about my friends.”

      “I don’t lie by omission. That is a tool of the Fae and vampires.”

      I sighed in relief. “I didn’t think you’d had anything to do with it, but I am worried.”

      “You don’t know me well enough to trust me. Yet. It’s understandable that you’d be suspicious.” He smiled and showed too many teeth. I shuddered.

      “Hey, big bad wolf, can you put those away? Or maybe make a dentist appointment? It must take a lot of work to care for chompers like that.”

      He made his smile less broad, but this time the spark in his eyes was amusement and not irritation.

      “What do you want? I need to meditate to find the gate.”

      “I’ll watch your back,” he said, licking his lips. “I’d like to watch a whole lot more than your back.”

      I ignored the innuendo. “Thank you, but why are you helping? Didn’t you say I was going to destroy the world?”

      “I may be an Alpha, but I’m not the Alpha here, so I still have to do what I’m told. The pack has decided to let you continue, and they have decided that I will keep an eye on you.”

      “Do they have a choice? If you don’t let me continue, the magic will burst through anyway.”

      “Is that what they told you?”

      My heartbeat stuttered, and a wave of nausea overwhelmed me. “The Fae can’t lie.”

      “Not being able to lie doesn’t mean they’re telling you the truth—or that they’re right.”

      “The magic is already leaking through. I can feel it. So can you, if your lack of control in the forest is any indication.”

      “No one knows what’s going to happen, do they?”

      He was right. I’d been trying to ignore the niggling doubts for weeks, and he was bringing everything to the surface.

      “I don’t have time for this. I can feel the wild magic, and it needs a controlled release. Either back off or leave.”

      Isaac’s grin was feral, but he retreated to the edge of the clearing. I closed my eyes and cleared my mind. The wrongness assaulted me immediately. The magic oozed against my aura, and I shuddered in disgust. The dark undulations pulled to me. I turned to the source of the misbegotten power and walked towards it. I stumbled over tree roots and fallen branches as I went further off the path and into the deepest part of the forest. My feet were aching, and my face and arms were scratched and bleeding from pushing my way through blackberry patches when I tripped and fell to my knees, losing the connection.

      “Dammit!”

      I dug through my pack and pulled out the GPS. I handed it to Isaac and showed him how to turn it on and find our coordinates. I noted them carefully and then looked around. The shadows were lengthening as dusk settled over the forest.

      I looked at Isaac. “I know we’re past the full moon, but is there any chance you’re going to turn furry when the sun goes down?”

      He laughed, taking care to keep his lips over his teeth. “Regardless of what your friend said, the change is bound by the moon, not the sun. I can stay human under the light of the full moon if I try, but I prefer not to. However, since we are past the full moon, I won’t experience any discomfort tonight. Do you want to stay here? I could keep you company and ensure you’re not harmed.”

      My eyes skimmed over him. His blue jeans hugged his muscular legs, and the tightest t-shirt I’d ever seen was practically spray-painted on. I could count the six-pack underneath and those arms…well, let’s say I was kind of hoping for an invitation to the gun show. This man was so tempting, but I knew that would irreparably damage my already shaky friendship with Finn.

      I shook my head. “I need to get back home and find Finn.” I turned to go and then, before my common sense could override my libido, I added, “Walk with me?”

      He bowed and held out his hand. “I’d be delighted.” I took his hand, and he tucked it under his elbow. I wondered how old he was. Was I the only one who’d missed the Revolutionary War?

      The trail was soon too narrow to walk side-by-side, so I went ahead with Isaac at my back. His gaze on me created conflicting feelings of arousal and nervousness. He made me feel a bit like prey, but I wasn’t sure I hated that feeling.

      When we got back to my truck, he kissed the back of my hand, then turned it over and planted another kiss on my palm. He looked me in the eye as his lips lingered, and I could see his desire. I tried to pull my hand back before I did something I’d regret—like jump him in the parking lot—but instead of letting go, he allowed himself to be pulled forward. He tipped my face up and brushed a feather-light kiss over my lips. Isaac straightened and stepped back. He bowed again, then turned and strode towards the forest. As he faded into the trees, I saw a shimmer and what looked like an explosion of fabric. His cream tail wagged briefly before he vanished from sight.

      I ran my tongue over my lips and cursed softly. If I wasn’t positive Finn would never forgive me, I’d chase Isaac into the trees and demand more. I stared into the gloaming darkness for far too long, then got into my truck and headed back to try to make amends with my best friend.
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        * * *

      

      When I pulled into Finn’s driveway, all the lights were on. I unsheathed a couple of throwing knives before heading inside. The door swung open at a touch. I tiptoed in, not wanting to announce my presence. I wasn’t sure if my paranoia was justified yet, but at this point I wasn’t going to second-guess myself. If I was wrong, Finn and I could have a good laugh about it later.

      Two voices floated from the direction of the kitchen: Finn and another that was higher and decidedly female. I couldn’t figure out where they were coming from, but finally, a dim light in the pantry clued me in. They were in the media room, behind the secret door.

      I crept to the door and pushed it open. I cocked my head, trying to hone in on the conversation.

      “…are going to get her—and me—killed if you don’t stop your stupid tricks,” I heard Finn say.

      The other voice responded, but I couldn’t quite make it out. I went down a couple more steps.

      “I’ve been following the rules, but you’re not letting me do my job. I’m supposed to be out there protecting her, not tied up here unable to answer her call.”

      “You are following the letter, not the spirit.”

      “I am Fae,” Finn said as if that were an explanation.

      “Barely,” the woman snorted. “Although, I guess you’re a better choice than that dog she was rutting with at the bar.”

      Now, I was pissed. I clattered down the rest of the stairs and shoved open the door. “Okay, ass candle. I don’t know who you are, but I’m pretty sure my sex life is none of your business, and if I ever hear you insult me or my friends again, it’ll be the last thing you do. I am not a virgin whose purity can be used to fetch the highest bride price. I am a thirty-four-year-old woman with plenty of experience. I am not your princess, not your pawn, and not your property!”

      During my rant, I’d stalked closer to the woman until we were face to face—or more accurately, face to chest. I tipped my head back and looked up. Her eyes were narrowed, and veins bulged in her forehead. If looks could kill, I’d be dead. Her anger wasn’t what kept me staring, though. She was green—literally. Her pale green skin reminded me of new leaves in spring. Her darker green waist-length hair was more reminiscent of the ubiquitous Pacific Northwest moss.

      As I stared at the green woman in Finn’s media room, she started to shimmer. Her skin tone shifted from green to mahogany to teak to a mottled gray and green. The colors were cycling so fast that I had to swallow a couple of times to keep the nausea at bay. Her skin finally settled into a light brown color, and when I looked up again, her hair was shorter and orangish-red, like maple leaves in autumn. She looked almost human now, but I suspected that the reason her skin reminded me of polished wood was because she was decidedly not.

      “Who are you?” I demanded, even though I was pretty sure this was the mysterious and violent Arduinna.

      She held out her hand, and I instinctively reached out to shake it. She took my hand and bowed, brushing it with her lips. Her eyes, now the yellow of a daisy’s center, never left my face. I looked down at her hand and saw that it had too many knuckles. I snatched my hand back before she rose back up.

      “I am Arduinna Greenwood.” She grinned, showing more teeth than I was expecting. They were crowded into her mouth and had a faintly greenish cast. Nausea rolled through me again, and I tried to keep my reaction from my face.

      “Great. Now, get out.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that, my lady. I’ve been dispatched to serve as your protector.”

      “That’s Finn’s job. I don’t need you. Run along.” I made a shooing motion with my hand.

      She laughed softly, showing her teeth again. She ran her tongue along the points of her teeth and watched my reaction. She seemed pleased that she was making me ill. I tried again to put on my poker face, but I wasn’t successful.

      “His job performance is in question, as is his fitness to continue as your guide. He is in danger of being, what is it your humans say, pink-slipped?”

      “I don’t think anyone says that anymore,” I said. “And if you fire Finn, you might as well fire me as well. I won’t do this without him.”

      Finn was standing behind Arduinna, shaking his head at me. I didn’t need him being all noble on my behalf, so I ignored him.

      “You care for this half-breed?”

      Finn was shaking his head so violently now, I was worried he was going to injure himself.

      “Finn is my friend, and I don’t think it’s polite to call him a half-breed. After all, he’s not a creepy tree monster that can’t even appear human enough to blend in.”

      Finn groaned and hid his face in his hands.

      Arduinna laughed again, showing more teeth than were necessary. “Ahhh, Finnegan, Finnegan. You told me that our Lady Eleanor cared naught for you. You lied to me.”

      I stared at Finn. “Why would you say that? I thought the Fae couldn’t lie?”

      Arduinna answered, “I cannot lie to you, my lady, for I am Fae. You cannot lie, for you are Fae. But this half-breed bastard? He likely inherited that power from his human father. That shows you how little value he has. If he can lie, can you believe anything he says to you? Can you trust him? Can you guarantee that he is working for your benefit and not his own?” Arduinna stared at me, and her power nearly bowled me over.

      “Knock it off, Arduinna. Maybe Finn can tell a lie, but don’t even try to convince me that you can’t be just as dishonest by telling the truth. Someone needs to tell me what’s going on right now. I’m tired, I’m hungry, and I’m confused.”

      “Well, my lady, your friend,” she made the word a sneer, “and I were discussing whether he is fit enough to accompany you. I assure you that if I were to take over, I would not attempt to seduce you into my bed to further my ambitions, and as a full-blooded Fae, I would be a better teacher, guide, and bodyguard. I know my place, and although I doubt you are worthy of the throne, I will do as I’m commanded and safeguard you with my life. Can you say the same of Finnegan?”

      I eyed her suspiciously. “Are you asking if I’d rather have you than Finn?”

      Her nod was brief and nearly imperceptible.

      “So, I get to decide?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “It is your life, your quest. Should you not be the one to make that decision?”

      “That’s not an answer. Tell me why you’re allowing me to make this decision.”

      Finn finally spoke up, “It’s because you can’t counter her wishes, isn’t it?”

      Arduinna spun around. I didn’t realize what was happening until Finn bounced off the back wall. “Silence, creature!” she roared.

      I drew myself up to my full height, which admittedly wasn’t high. “Arduinna, stop. I don’t want Finn hurt. Finn is my guide, my bodyguard, my companion, and my friend. He will continue to accompany me, or your damn gates will stay closed. Now, get out.”

      Arduinna inclined her head. “As you wish, my lady. I will stay away from you and leave you with your half-breed. However, my orders from your father supersede yours. I will be watching. Never forget that.” She ran from the room and slammed the front door.

      I ran to Finn and helped him up. He was a little unsteady, but otherwise fine. “Are you okay?” I ran my hands over his head, looking for lumps or gashes, but found none. He grabbed my hands to still them and pulled away from me.

      “I’m fine, Ellie. Thank you, but never help me again. That could’ve been fatal for us both.”

      “Whatever our differences, I’ll always help you. You should know that by now.”

      “You’re a pain in the ass, Eleanor Jane.”

      “Right back at you, Finnegan Daniel.”

      “So,” I started, not sure if I should broach the subject, but sure that I needed to know, “Did you hear me call you earlier today?”

      “I did as long as it was the ‘get your ass over here, Finn’ call this morning. Did you run into any problems?”

      “Nope. In fact, I found the gate—or at least the place the gate will be.”

      “Did you log the location?”

      “Of course. I’m not relying on memory for something like this.”

      “Are you sure you recorded it correctly? You know the GPS hates you.”

      Crap. I’d forgotten about this part. Arduinna was right; I couldn’t lie. I used to think I was too honest for my own good, but I’d tried lying recently, and the words wouldn’t come out. I hadn’t had enough practice lying with the truth—at least not to someone used to that communication style. This was going to suck. “I had help. Are you hungry?” I winced at my clumsy segue.

      Finn narrowed his eyes. “Who helped you?”

      I sighed. It would be worse if I tried to draw it out. “Isaac.”

      “Did you call him when you couldn’t find me?”

      “No. I don’t have his number. He’s been following us all week, and when he saw I was alone, he came out and offered to guard my back.”

      “Did you know he’d been following us?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you didn’t say anything?” Finn’s face was starting to redden around the edges.

      “I didn’t think it would help anything. He means us no harm.”

      Finn stalked up to me and leaned in close. If it weren’t for the anger in his eyes, I would’ve thought he was going to kiss me. Instead, he…sniffed me.

      “Are you sniffing me?” I asked, needing clarification.

      “You were kissing him,” Finn answered.

      “One kiss. Nothing else.”

      “You desire him.”

      “Yes.” I squirmed but refused to even attempt dishonesty on this.

      Finn stepped even closer and his body pressed against mine. “You desire me, too.”

      “Finn, I like you, but⁠—”

      Finn interrupted, “No buts, not right now, Ellie.”

      I ignored the elephant in the room and sighed. If he was calling me Ellie, our friendship was salvageable.

      “Fine. No buts tonight.” I couldn’t help it. I started laughing. After a moment, Finn joined in, and we laughed until my sides hurt. “We should get some dinner and sleep so we can go open that gate tomorrow, huh?”

      “That sounds like a good idea,” he said.

      After dinner, we sat on the back porch drinking a last beer. I fiddled with the label on my bottle. My stomach was uneasy, and I couldn’t stop fidgeting.

      “Finn,” I whispered.

      “Yeah, Ellie?”

      “I’m scared.”

      He instantly went into high alert. He looked around, his hand reaching as if he were about to draw a sword he wasn’t wearing. “Do you sense something?” His voice was barely a whisper.

      “No, nothing like that. I’m scared about tomorrow.”

      He relaxed, his body flowing back into the more languid posture I was familiar with. He looked at me with an intensity that was more than intimidating. “Whatever happens tomorrow, I’ll protect you. Whatever you need. Always.”

      “Stay with me tonight?” I asked.

      He raised an eyebrow, and I hastened to clarify. “Not sex. Just…sleep with me? I need someone to hold me tonight.”

      “I can do that.”

      He grabbed my hand and led me up to his room. After we’d settled into the bed, I turned my back to him and scooted in close. He put his arm around me and pulled me tightly against him.

      “Whatever you need, Ellie. Always.”
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      My eyes opened onto an unfamiliar landscape. Jagged, rocky peaks jutted up around me. I shivered as a breeze blew over my pajama-clad body. “Whatever this is, there is no way it’s good.” My voice echoed in the eerie silence. A faint light shone on the distant horizon, but the sky was still covered in pinpricks of starlight.

      The Milky Way gave enough light for me to examine my surroundings. I walked to the edge of the outcropping and stared down into a dark abyss of indeterminate depth. The bottom could be three feet or three hundred in this light, but without knowing, there was no safe way to get down. Fear raised goosebumps on my body, and I shivered in spite of the quickly warming air. The eastern horizon lit up, pink and peach. Heat waves shimmered in front of me; I began to sweat. My pajamas were drenched, and I was gasping for air. The ground shook, and an enormous gust of wind nearly knocked me down. I threw myself to the earth when I heard the roar of a train, or a tornado, or a low-flying aircraft. The rock was hotter than the air, and I cried out in pain as I scrambled to my feet again.

      The wind and roar came again as the sun peeked over the horizon. I threw my arms over my eyes to protect them from the bright light and the dust. That’s when I saw something that wasn’t earth or sky. Black and matte. Wings and tail. Claws and teeth. I was willing to believe in vampires and werewolves and fairies, but this…this was too much.

      I squeezed my eyes closed and counted to ten. I opened them again in time to see the creature dive straight at me. I opened my mouth to scream, but all the breath was stolen from my lungs. I gasped for air. Spots exploded across my field of vision. The beast attacked, I blinked, and it was gone. I could breathe again. The air temperature dropped drastically, and I shivered at the sudden change.

      My skin felt too tight. I wiggled and shook, trying to make it fit better. It was at that moment, and an instant before I saw smoke rising in front of my face in two thin plumes, that I realized I was dreaming.

      The moment I told myself it was a dream, I woke up. Finn was leaning over me with an empty glass, and my face was uncomfortably soggy.

      “What the hell, Finn?” I gasped out.

      “You were smoking.”

      “I quit six years ago.”

      “Your skin was so hot; it woke me up. You were steaming. Smoke was coming out of your nose.”

      “Jesus, Finn. It was a dream.”

      “What did you dream about, Ellie?”

      “A dragon. I dreamed I was being attacked by a dragon. Wait…that’s not right. It didn’t attack. It dove at me and then through me, and then I woke up. It was just a dream.”

      Finn laughed shakily and ran his hand through his tousled red hair. “Yeah, Ellie. I’m sure it was a dream. A dream that almost gave me third-degree burns and lit the bed on fire.”

      “Do you want me to spend the rest of the night in the guest room?”

      “Yes, but only because I don’t want to change the sheets, and when I tried to extinguish you, I got the bed wet. Help me strip the bed, and we’ll both go to the guest room.”

      We pulled the charred and sopping sheets off the bed and headed next door. I curled into Finn again and dropped off quickly into a dreamless sleep.
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      I woke to Finn shaking me. “Go away,” I muttered into my pillow. “I don’t wanna get up.”

      “Come on, Eleanor! Let’s go be big, damn heroes!”

      “I don’t wanna be a hero. I want to sleep.”

      “I brought you a latte. It’s yours for the low, low price of getting out of bed.”

      “Dammit, Finn. You know all my weaknesses.”

      I stumbled out of bed and into the bathroom. After washing my face, brushing my teeth, and getting dressed, I wasn’t exactly bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, but at least I’d be capable of drinking my latte without spilling it down my front.

      Before heading downstairs, I had one more thing to attend to. My hiking pants and red tank top needed some killer accessories. I buckled on my arm sheathes and carefully filled them with my throwing knives before pulling a light-weight long-sleeved blouse on. I looked at my watch. It was 6:30 am. I wasn’t sure that even a caramel latte would be enough to make up for the early wake-up. I stomped downstairs and into the kitchen as loudly as I could in my sock-clad feet. Before I could even begin bitching, Finn shoved a huge, steaming latte into my hands. The caramel aroma rose up, and all I could do was breathe it in. I smiled, closed my eyes, and took a tiny sip. Perfection.

      “My life goal is to make you look that blissful someday without the application of caffeine,” Finn said.

      “Never going to happen, Finn. There’s not a man alive that could compete with my first cup of coffee.”

      He laughed. “Sit down. Let’s have breakfast and strategize.”

      My stomach clenched. It was all I could do to not give in to fear-induced nausea.

      “Are you okay?” Finn asked.

      “Sure.” I swallowed. “Just nervous.”

      “Yeah, me, too. That won’t do either of us any good, though, so let’s talk it out.” He paused and looked at me, obviously waiting for me to start.

      “Well, I know approximately where the gate is. It’s the right day. Do you know if there’s a specific time?”

      Finn shook his head. “I don’t believe we’ll be able to open it if the time isn’t right. That may be why you couldn’t nail down the precise location until yesterday—it gets stronger and more real the closer we get to the moment of opening.”

      “So…we show up and open it? That’s our plan?”

      “Do you have a better one?”

      “I guess not. Fingers crossed that’s all there is to it.” I stood up and took the dirty dishes to the sink and washed them, leaving them in the drainer to dry. “Ummm…I should probably tell you that Isaac will be there today. And he’s coming with us to the next gate.”

      Finn’s eyebrows shot up so fast I was surprised when they stopped at his hairline. His pale face darkened, and he half-closed his eyes. “You invited him to go with us? Are you that desperate to get in his pants?”

      “I did not invite him. His pack sent him. I don’t have any authority over the werewolves. But this is good, right? We won’t have to spend our time dodging homicidal shifters. Now we only have to worry about crazy vampires, possibly hostile witches, and the weirdo Fae tree person who hates you.”

      “Did it have to be Isaac?”

      I sighed. “I don’t know, Finn. Do you want to ask the pack for someone else?”

      “Would you be okay with that?”

      “Of course. I’m not going to lie—because I can’t—I’m attracted to Isaac, but you’re my best friend. If you want someone else, you can ask.”

      Finn looked surprised. I guess he hadn’t expected me to acquiesce so easily. “All right. If we’re still alive tomorrow, we’ll go to the pack so you can request someone else.”

      I punched him in the shoulder. “You can go ask for someone else. I won’t argue, but I won’t do it for you.”

      “Ow! That hurt!”

      “It was supposed to, idiot.”

      He grinned at me, and I knew everything was going to work out.

      “Shall we go?” he asked.

      We loaded up my truck, shoving bags of clothing, food, and camping supplies into the toolbox in the bed. I packed the huge cooler, topping it with bags of ice before Finn reappeared to carry it out to the truck. When everything was loaded, I hopped into the driver’s seat and waited while Finn did one last sweep of his house. I glanced at the clock when he got in. Eight.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “As I’m ever going to be.”

      We drove to our regular parking spot on Germantown Road and headed westish on Wildwood Trail. Less than two miles in, we left the main trail and headed south. I handed Finn the GPS and read him the coordinates.

      After a few minutes, I sensed Isaac trailing us. “You might as well come out,” I said. “We know you’re there.”

      Finn was nearly successful in his attempt to hide his surprise when Isaac walked out of the woods. The shifter was wearing faded blue jeans, tighter than should be legal, black boots, and nothing else. I tried valiantly not to stare.

      He looked at me. “Are you ready for this, Princess?”

      “I doubt it, but what else am I going to do?”

      The three of us followed the directions the GPS coordinates indicated. Every few feet, we paused so I could redirect my focus to ensure we were on the right course. We’d only covered about a mile by noon.

      I was exhausted and scared. I was about ready to call it quits and offer to buy rounds at the nearest pub until we were drunk off our collective supernatural asses when I was literally knocked on my ass.

      I went down hard, dust swirling up around me. Isaac and Finn looked down at me and then, with a speed that bore testimony to their extreme paranoia and years of training, both went on high alert, weapons at the ready.

      I trusted Isaac and Finn to watch my back. I relaxed into my slump, trying to figure out what had bowled me over and not affected the other two. I reached out with my senses as slowly as possible. There was a major power source close. Since I’d been wandering around this section of Forest Park for weeks, I knew it hadn’t been here before. It must be the gate.

      I was up and walking as soon as the realization hit me. I couldn’t not move towards the gate. Isaac and Finn were following me, but it didn’t matter if they did or not. After twenty minutes of fighting through the underbrush and getting scratched up by sweet-smelling blackberries and itch-inducing stinging nettles, the wild growth abruptly ended in a small clearing not more than ten feet across.

      I walked to the center and sunk immediately into a cross-legged position. Isaac and Finn paced the perimeter, circling around me like professional bodyguards. I didn’t know what was going to happen, but I knew it would happen soon.

      Every nerve ending in my body came alive, and I was nearly lost in the competing pleasure and pain signals being sent through my body by the power taking root in me. I gave Finn and Isaac a thumbs up, hoping to alleviate any concerns. My skin felt stretched too thin, like there wasn’t enough to cover my bones. The trees, bushes, and blackberry and ivy vines glowed verdant green and gold out of the corners of my eyes. Life was everywhere, and the energy fed me. I looked deeper. In the center of it all was nothing. This must be what a black hole looks like, I thought.

      I stepped into the void. I was simultaneously stretched and squished. I struggled against it for a moment before letting it envelop me. My arms and legs snapped into a rigid “X” position, and the solid ground beneath my feet disappeared. Energy poured through me, and I didn’t know if I was on the verge of death or the most intense orgasm I’d ever experienced.

      The power flooded my mind and showed me an image of what it needed. I opened myself up completely, letting go of shields I didn’t even know I had. There was one moment of rightness, and then the energy that had been kept at bay by my shields and the mostly closed gate flooded through me. I cried out in ecstasy. The heat and energy and power and life were so beautiful that tears sprang to my eyes. By the time it overwhelmed me, it was too late to stop it. The power kept pounding through me. I opened my mouth to scream but couldn’t tell if I was making any noise.

      Pain turned to agony. Heat ripped and burned at my skin as if I was being flayed alive. The only way to keep my brain from succumbing was to pull healing energy from the world around me. Trees shot up a decade’s worth of growth and the sap boiled in their veins.

      The air around me grew hotter and hotter, wilting the grass beneath me. Small fires ignited in the clearing, and I knew I was the spark. I was earth and fire. I filled my lungs with scorching air. I needed to let go before I killed everyone. As I let out my breath, I concentrated on feeling the ground beneath my feet. I found each fire and willed them out of existence.

      My breathing slowed. The fires went out. I opened my eyes.

      Everything felt different. Right. Whole. Open. I took a deep breath and looked around. I frowned at the brown and wilted grass and the spots of fire damage. I hadn’t meant to hurt anything. I concentrated, found all the damaged spots, and willed life and moisture back into the brush and grass. In seconds, the clearing was full, lush, and green.
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      I didn’t know if it was minutes or hours later, but the smile of satisfaction that had been ghosting up over my lips faltered when Isaac and Finn turned in unison and backed towards me. The edge of the clearing moved…we were surrounded. The shapes that stepped out of the woods were a mix of human, shifter, Fae, and some other power that could only be witches—mages—I corrected myself.

      They closed in, almost as though they were one entity. I was certain they weren’t united, though. They’d been drawn by the power, and the level of distrust they had for each other was trumped only by their distrust for me. Isaac stared at one section of the crowd, and those folks took a step back. The humans, too pale, even for Oregonians, stepped back next. The Fae dropped to their knees, and I had the uncomfortable feeling that they were bowing to me. The only threat still standing was the witches.

      I took a step forward and nearly ran into Finn’s back. I reached out and touched his shoulder to reassure him that I could handle this. At my touch, he jerked away, and a tendril of smoke curled up from the small burn mark on his shirt. Oops.

      I shot him an apologetic grin and walked past him, careful to keep my hands to myself. He and Isaac took up positions slightly behind and to either side of me.

      “Hi,” I said. Surprise rippled through my audience as if they weren’t expecting me to talk.

      “I don’t know any of you, but I’m hoping you’ve come in peace.” I winced at the cliché and hoped no one asked me to take them to my leader. “I don’t want to fight, but I will if I must.”

      All the shifters except one took another step back. The remaining shifter strode into the clearing, exchanged a look with Isaac, and then spoke. “Our pack has voted to allow the gates to be opened as long as one of our own accompanies you. Isaac’s presence will guarantee you safe passage through all shifter territories you journey through. We do not support you, but we do not oppose you. Those allied with the North American Packs will not enter into war.”

      That wasn’t as promising as it could be, and I made a mental note to ask Isaac how many shifter packs were not allied with the North American Packs. Still, it was better than a price on my head.

      “Thank you. I appreciate your caution and am grateful for your support.”

      The speaker nodded at me. He stepped back to join his companions, and then they turned and melted back into the forest.

      The dozen or so sunglass-shaded humans stepped forward, and then one strode all the way into the clearing. I recognized her as the goth woman who’d attacked me with pepper. Finn tensed behind me, and I fought my desire to turn and check his expression. He recognized her, too, and I wanted to know why.

      “We represent the Pacific Northwest Vampire Clan.” I made the connection—my attacker was a Renfield! “We do not support the opening of the gates. You will be afforded no quarter, no mercy, and your blood and life are forfeit for your actions today. This is your only warning. Once the sun goes down, all who are allied with us will hunt you until your heart’s blood is drained.”

      I shook two throwing knives into my hands, but before I could think of using them, Finn and Isaac each grabbed an arm. “This is a warning, Princess,” Isaac hissed. “If you attack now, you will be breaking the no-aggression laws afforded by this informal palaver, and everyone in this clearing would either actively seek your death or do nothing to prevent it. I don’t want to die today.”

      I was shaking with anger but saw his point. There were only three of us—and that’s if I counted Isaac as an ally—and at least four dozen others.

      “Thank you for the warning.” I did not resheath my knives.

      She and her pale human companions, all radiating with a power that declared them slightly more than human, disappeared into the forest.

      Only the Fae and the witches remained.

      One Fae rose from his knees and approached me. When he got just beyond arm’s reach, he sunk back to his knees, but his eyes never left my face. He held out his hands and as if he was expecting something. I resheathed one knife and reached out my left hand. He grasped my hand in both of his, kissed it, and then touched his forehead to the back of my hand.

      “Your Highness,” he said. “We have waited centuries for you to arrive and reopen the old paths. Most of us have been trapped here, cut off from our lands, our families, and our magic. We will do whatever it takes to ensure you complete your journey, but alas! We are too weak to accompany you out of the places of power we’ve built for ourselves. We will send word and tokens of safe passage so that all the Fae will give you whatever aid or succor you need.”

      I leaned forward and placed my right hand, being careful not to touch him with the iron blade of my knife, under his elbow. “Rise, please. Your loyalty and faithfulness do you and your family credit. Might I know your name so I can ensure that you—as the first among the Fae to welcome and show your loyalty—will have every honor bestowed upon you when you return to your homeland?”

      He blushed a brilliant crimson, which looked out of place on his mottled gray skin, and then whispered so that I could barely hear him. “Engvald Sigurdarson, my lady. Thank you.”

      He backed up, bowing repeatedly, and when he reached the line of Fae, they stood and walked into the forest.

      Now it was the witches and us. There were thirteen of them—a full coven. They were overwhelmingly female and even more overwhelmingly hostile.

      The witches stepped forward, and ahead of them came an invisible wall of power. I fought the instinct to step back.

      Three women separated themselves from the group and crossed the clearing. I didn’t know much about witchcraft or sorcery or magery, or whatever they wanted to call it, but I was pretty sure this was the maiden, mother, and crone of the coven. When they’d crossed about half the distance, the younger two hung back, and the oldest kept moving. She was old, but not how I would describe a crone. She looked about sixty and had smooth, tan skin; long, brown hair barely sprinkled with white; and clear blue eyes. When she looked at me, I was struck by the intensity of her power. As suddenly as it had hit me, it was gone. She folded in on herself. Hunched back, gray hair, and more wrinkles than a Shar-Pei. I even spotted a tiny, hairy mole on the side of her hooked nose.

      I stared at her, and she shimmered in front of me like I was looking at her through waves of heat rising from asphalt. This old woman was an illusion. The straight-backed, power-packing woman was the reality. She was trying to get me to lower my guard.

      She spoke, and her voice quavered and cracked, “Child, I am here to caution you. I know you’ve been led astray. You don’t know what you’re doing, but it’s not your fault. Come with us, let us train you. Let us help you! It’s not too late.” She wobbled on her feet, and both Isaac and Finn stepped forward to steady her.

      I dropped my knife, grabbed their arms, and held them back. “Don’t!” Fear made my voice sharp. “She doesn’t need your help.” They looked at me like I’d lost my mind.

      I held on to them. “Look at me,” I commanded. They obeyed as I stared at the witch. For a second, the illusion wavered, then another burst of power rolled across the clearing, carrying with it the scent of fresh cookies.

      “Aren’t you tired, dear?” she asked. “This is all so much, and you’ve only started. Come with me and rest before journeying on.”

      I was tired, and I loved cookies. A nap sounded delightful. My foot left the ground, and I took a halting half-step towards her. I gripped the arms of my companions even tighter.

      Again, the illusion wavered. I don’t think she’d been expecting someone as stubborn as me.

      “I’ve given you two chances, dearie,” she said. Her voice didn’t quaver this time. “A third is all you’ll get.”

      “I don’t want your third chance, witch.” Finn flinched beneath my grip when I said the “W” word. “If you’re here to help, you wouldn’t be trying to deceive us into thinking you’re helpless. If you were here to help, you wouldn’t be attempting to put us to sleep. And since you’ve done both of those things, you are not helping. Either tell me what you want or get the fuck out of here.”

      She dropped the illusion, nearly blinding me with her raw power. Fortunately, Finn and Isaac weren’t as affected. They held me up while I blinked against her power, feeling like someone had opened the blinds in a pitch black room at noon. My eyes watered, and I saw spots for a while before my vision cleared. The maiden and mother stepped forward and joined hands with the crone.

      The maiden opened her mouth. Her voice was so clear and melodic that it brought tears to my eyes. It was so beautiful that I couldn’t concentrate on what she was saying. Finn’s face went slack, and he took a step forward. As soon as he moved, the illusion broke. I grabbed his arm to hold him back.

      “Stop it! All of you, stop! If you can’t have a conversation without clouding our minds and making yourselves more than you are, why should we talk to you at all?”

      The mother stepped forward. “I told them it wouldn’t work, that you were too clever to fall for our little tricks, tricks that wouldn’t hurt you, only soothe you. I do not break the amnesty.”

      “That sounds questionable, but I’ll let it go if you use the next thirty seconds to tell me what the hell you want. I am tired. I have a headache. I do not need this shit right now.”

      She dropped the nice mama act, and her face went cold. “We could’ve done this the easy way. Since you will not yield, I will give you a warning. We will not stand for this. After this day, any further action you take to open the subsequent gates will be met with opposition from us. We will not be enslaved again, and we will fight to the death, every man and woman of us, to make sure that does not happen.”

      “If you’re so opposed, why wait until now to let me know? You had to know what I was up to before this. Everyone else has given me a piece of their mind before today.”

      The mother smiled, and my stomach curdled. “You are weak. We did not regard you as a threat. We prefer not to kill, but will not hesitate to do so to save our lives. You have twenty-four hours to decide. In twenty-four hours, your amnesty ends, and we will do whatever it takes to stop you.”

      She stepped back to the maiden and crone. The three of them rejoined the rest of the coven, and they all disappeared into the woods.

      There was no one left in the clearing but Finn, Isaac, and me. I let go of them and collapsed. They knelt on either side of me.

      “Are you okay?” Finn asked as Isaac said, “Tell me what’s wrong!”

      I smiled up at them. “Big day. We did it. It’s open.” And then everything went black.
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      My eyes fluttered open, and I stretched my arms overhead in an attempt to wake myself up. Every muscle in my body hurt like I’d gone ten rounds in the ring with someone three times my size. I rolled over and fell out of bed, which was the first clue that I wasn’t in my room, or even the guest room at Finn’s. I stared at the warm oak floors and then rolled onto my back and looked up. Lacy curtains fluttered in the breeze against the light blue walls. The bed I’d rolled off of was a twin-sized day bed painted white with blue and pink flowers. Even the sheets and comforter kept with the blue, white, and pink theme, and the bedside stand had a doily on it.

      Shit. The old crone had managed to kidnap me after all, and I was stuck in grandmother hell. I sat up, groaning as my muscles protested. I ignored my body’s aches and leapt to my feet when I heard footsteps pounding from somewhere else in the house. I was still dressed in the hiking pants, sports bra, and tank top I’d been wearing in Forest Park, but someone had removed my shoes and all my knives.

      Shit, shit, shit. I looked around the room for something to use as a weapon. My eyes settled on the white, porcelain faux-gas lamp centered on the doily. I grabbed it, ripped the cord out of the wall, and stood at the ready.

      The door opened. Isaac stood framed in the doorway, dripping wet and clad in nothing but a towel. “What happened?” he asked.

      I set the lamp back down on the table and tried not to stare at the water droplets glistening on his washboard abs. “Fell out of bed,” I mumbled.

      “Why were you wielding the lamp?”

      “I thought the witch had captured me, and since I was weaponless, I was making do.” I couldn’t stop staring, and I licked my lips as I imagined capturing those shining drops with my tongue. I forced myself to meet his gaze.

      The smirk on his face revealed that he knew exactly what I’d been thinking. “Finn will be here with your coffee momentarily,” he said. “Otherwise, we could spend a little more time exploring those thoughts.”

      Right on cue, Finn appeared and handed me a cup of coffee.

      “Someone needs to tell me exactly what’s going on.” I was confused, which always pissed me off.

      “You tell her,” Isaac said. “I’m going to go finish my shower and get dressed.” He turned and walked out of the room, but before he disappeared from view, he dropped the towel. I swallowed.

      “…drunken helium balloon.”

      I wrenched my attention back to Finn. He’d stopped talking. I’d missed the entire explanation.

      “What?”

      He sighed. “Drink your coffee.” He sat down on one of the high-backed, chintz-covered chairs by the window. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      I took a big swallow of the coffee and reveled in the taste of the bitter liquid made sweet with a hint of cream before answering. “The witches came, threatened, and left.”

      “You passed out. We weren’t too far from Isaac’s place, so he carried you here, and I went and got your truck.”

      “This is Isaac’s place?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What’s up with the grandmother theme?”

      Finn looked confused. “What do you mean?”

      I sighed. “Never mind. What time is it?”

      “About seven.”

      I glanced out the window in confusion. It didn’t feel like evening.

      “In the morning,” Finn clarified.

      “It couldn’t have been much past mid-afternoon when I passed out. Did I really sleep that long?”

      “You did. It was a bit odd at the beginning since we couldn’t keep you in bed. That’s why you’re in this room. This bed was the easiest to tie you to.”

      “Couldn’t keep me in bed? Was I sleep-walking?”

      “Nope. Floating. You’d float up and bounce off the ceiling like a…”

      “Drunken helium balloon.”

      Finn laughed. “Exactly. Around midnight, you settled down, so I untied you. I didn’t think you’d be in a good mood if you woke up and found yourself bound, and didn’t want you to burn Isaac’s house down.”

      “So, what did you two talk about while I was out? You seem to be getting along.”

      “We had dinner, then made some road trip plans and sold your truck. Those things are solid male bonding rituals.” I looked up from my coffee cup and found that Finn had stood up and was edging out of the room.

      “Did you say you sold my truck? You. Sold my truck? First, how is that legal? Second, how is that ethical? Third, how fast can you run? I loved that truck. I’ve had her for ten years. I named her. How the hell am I supposed to get to the Black Hills without it?”

      “Are we going to the Black Hills, then?” Finn asked.

      That stopped me. Until that moment, I hadn’t known what was next. I’d wondered how I’d know where the next gate was, but now I knew. I could feel it pulling at me.

      “Yes, we’re headed east. Now, answer the questions. What have you done with my truck?”

      “It wasn’t exactly legal,” Finn hedged. “But we don’t have much time to get out of town before the witches and vampires come after you, and your truck wasn’t big enough for the three of us. It was the most expedient use of our time and resources.

      “The three of us?”

      Isaac reappeared in the doorway, blocking Finn’s escape. He’d found a pair of jeans but hadn’t managed to acquire a shirt. It was both disappointing and delightful. He handed me another cup of coffee. I took a sip almost instinctively and smiled in bliss.

      “Her love of coffee is a little extreme,” Isaac said.

      “It’s almost pathological,” Finn agreed.

      “I’m still mad at you, Finn. And possibly you, too, Isaac, depending on how much you had to do with selling my truck.”

      “I found the buyer, negotiated the price, and got the replacement.”

      “What kind of replacement?” I asked. “It’s not a minivan, is it?”

      Isaac laughed. “It’s not a minivan. Finish your coffee and go check it out. Do we know where we’re going yet?”

      “The Black Hills,” Finn explained.

      “In South Dakota? That’s a pretty big area, isn’t it? Do we have anything more specific?”

      “Maybe if I had a map,” I said.

      “I’m going to go pack,” Isaac said. “Your bags are in the corner. The shower is down the hall, and there are fresh towels waiting for you. When you’re ready, find the kitchen, and I’ll have your map.”

      He left, and Finn followed him out with one backward glance at me.

      I sat, savoring my coffee, and tried not to worry about my truck, or the trip, or the fact that I was pretty sure my attraction for Isaac was going to be a big problem on this road trip. I grabbed clean clothes and went in search of the shower.
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        * * *

      

      Isaac and Finn were seated next to each other at the kitchen table, looking at a map.

      “So, tell me about this plan you two came up with while I was unconscious. Oh, and I want to see my new minivan.”

      Finn laughed. “The vehicle is outside. Go look.”

      I walked over to the large picture window in the dining room and saw two vehicles in the driveway. One was a silver 1962 Aston Martin Vantage. I almost stopped breathing. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I shook myself; there was no way that was mine. I braced myself. It might be better than a ten-year-old Toyota Tacoma, but now that I’d seen the Vantage, I knew I’d be disappointed. I was right. It wasn’t as nice as the Vantage, but it was better than my truck. Next to the Vantage was a brand new, forest green Toyota Tacoma double cab. Not as practical as the minivan for space—especially considering that Isaac and Finn were both over six feet tall—but it was pretty and exactly what I would’ve chosen for myself.

      I turned around. “I’m guessing we’re taking the truck and not the Aston Martin?”

      “You’re adorable, Princess,” Isaac said. “But no way in hell are we doing a cross-country drive with angry vampires and witches chasing my classic car.”

      I pouted for a second but couldn’t hide my grin for long. “I love it! But how on earth did you get an almost new truck for the price of my old one?”

      Finn laughed. “You wouldn’t believe how persuasive Isaac can be with people from Craigslist. The man that bought your old car paid a lot more for it than it’s worth.”

      Isaac handed me the title and a set of keys. “It’s all yours.”

      I clapped my hands and squealed with delight. “So, what next? When are we leaving? I’m driving first. I don’t care if I would fit better in the back seat.”

      Isaac smirked at me. “I guess I’ll have to wait a bit longer to get you in the back seat.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him.

      “Let’s load up the truck and leave,” Finn said. “No reason to stick around talking when we could talk as easily on the road.”

      I looked at him, but the easy grin was back on his face. I must’ve imagined the terse tone.

      “All right, let’s go.” I laughed. “It’s surreal. There should be more…something.”

      “Glad you’re being specific, Ellie,” Finn groused.

      “You know—hoopla, brouhaha, uproar, magical special effects. Something.”

      “It’s early yet. It’ll take a little while to get out of town. Maybe something exciting will happen between now and then.”

      “One can only hope,” Isaac said.

      I laughed, grabbed my bags, and headed out. Less than ten minutes later, I was in the driver’s seat. “Okay, let’s head to South Dakota.” I started the truck and drove down the short driveway. Only then did I realize that I had no idea where I was. “Ummm…a little help? Where are we? Which direction do I go to get to I-84?”

      Isaac laughed from the backseat. “Turn right, then right again on Skyline when we get there. We’ll be heading towards the city then. Do you know your way from there?”

      “I do.” I turned right and headed on to the next part of my big adventure.
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        * * *

      

      We took turns driving, made a couple pit stops, and chatted, but mostly the first leg of our trip was spent in silence. After a stop in Baker City, Isaac took over the driving, and I slipped into the backseat for a nap.

      I slept fitfully and had odd dreams. I was flying. The wind washed over my outspread wings, lifting me up even further. I tried to look over my shoulder to check them out, but something else caught my eye. I was scaly. Snake scaly. I cocked my head to one side and saw the entire length of my body. My eyes were no longer on the front of my face; they were on either side of my head. Like prey, I thought. A second thought came immediately on the heels of that one, Not prey. Ultimate predator. I turned my head to look behind me again and saw a tail. It was greenish purple, covered in iridescent scales, and tipped with spikes. I twitched my ass as an experiment, and the whole tail moved.

      “Well, shit.” I sighed, and smoke rolled up in front of my eyes. I tried to laugh, but the sound that emerged didn’t resemble laughter. It was deeper, a bit growly, and was accompanied by flames. I was a dragon.

      I woke with a start and realized I was smoking. Again. I looked around. I wasn’t in the truck anymore but was lying on a blanket in the middle of a deserted-looking expanse of sand. I sat up carefully and saw Finn and Isaac sitting a respectful distance away.

      “Where are we?”

      Isaac walked toward me. “We’re at a campground in Idaho.” He gestured behind him at the tent. “You slept a long time, and I wasn’t sure we were going to make it here when you started smoking near Boise. Once we got you outside, though, you simmered down.”

      I giggled. Simmer down.

      Finn was eyeing me suspiciously.

      “What?” I demanded. I looked myself over. Everything appeared fine.

      “Nothing. You’re not usually a giggler.”

      I tried to tamp it down. To simmer down. Another giggle escaped. “I’m a dragon. It’s giggle or lose my mind.” I shrugged to show my complete nonchalance and lack of borderline hysteria.

      Finn approached but stopped much further away from me than Isaac had. “A dragon? I guess that would explain the smoking.”

      “And you thought I’d quit years ago!” I dissolved into giggles again.

      Isaac and Finn watched me until I managed to pull myself together. “Are you okay, Ellie?” Finn asked.

      “Absolutely. I’m starving, though.”

      “Dinner will be ready in less than ten minutes,” Isaac said.

      I stood up slowly. It was odd to have only two legs and such a weak upper body. Walking without a tail was throwing off my balance, too. I wondered if I could be a dragon here, or if it was only in my dreams.

      I sat down at the nearby picnic table, and Isaac handed me a beer. The icy cold bottle felt so good, and I pressed it to my forehead. I was still so hot.

      “Did I do any damage to my truck?” I asked.

      Isaac got out his wallet and handed a twenty to Finn.

      “What was that?”

      “I told him you’d ask about your truck before anything else.”

      I stuck my tongue out at them. “What did you think I’d ask about first, Isaac?”

      “I thought you’d make sure you hadn’t damaged us.”

      “Shit. I probably should’ve. In my defense, though, I can see you both, and you appear okay. I can’t see the interior of my truck from here.”

      “We’re fine, thanks for asking,” Finn said. I aimed a kick at him, but he moved out of the way.

      “This is the third time I’ve had this dream. Each time, I wake up smoking.”

      “The last couple times involved floating,” Finn added.

      “I was floating in the truck? How does that work?”

      “Not well,” Finn replied. “The seatbelt mostly held you down.”

      “That would explain my sore shoulder. What’s happening?”

      Finn looked me over before he responded. “It’s possible that the dreams are a symbol of another power manifesting. You’ve already shown a great affinity for earth magic. You can affect the growth of all sorts of plants. The flying dreams could be a sign that you’ve got some air powers coming online. The floating is you manipulating the air.”

      “So, I’m not turning into a dragon?” I squelched the hint of disappointment.

      “It doesn’t seem likely.”

      I frowned. Something in Finn’s voice didn’t sound quite right. I decided not to dwell on it now and thought about how air worked. Was it less solid than the ground we were sitting on or were the molecules further apart? I couldn’t remember from my high school science classes. I reached for my beer, and when my fingers closed around nothing, I looked and saw that I was hovering a few inches above the picnic bench. As soon as I realized what I was doing, I crashed back down, bruising my tailbone.

      “That is some freaky shit,” I said.

      “You’re not kidding,” Isaac agreed.

      “Maybe we should stay here for a few days to work on incorporating this new aspect of your power, so you don’t start flying off whenever you’re concentrating on something else. It’d be nice if you didn’t randomly start smoking every time you have a bad dream,” Finn said.

      “Oh, it wasn’t bad,” I whispered and flexed my claws…errr…fingers. My fingers. I looked down to verify. Yep. Still fingers.

      “It’d be better for everyone if you didn’t turn into a Fourth of July party favor whenever you fell asleep,” Finn said.

      “How do I do that?”

      “Until we figure out why you’re smoking in your dreams, we’ll keep a bucket nearby to extinguish any stray flames and wake you up if it happens again.”

      “Sounds uncomfortable but necessary. I don’t want to burn down the tent. How will you know in time, though?”

      Finn shifted uncomfortably. “You’ll have to share a tent with me so I can keep an eye on you.”

      I looked at Isaac before I could stop myself. He was staring at Finn, but his expression gave nothing away. I glanced back at Finn in time to catch a flash of hurt before his face went carefully blank.

      “It’s a nice night. Why don’t we sleep out under the stars? I won’t burn down the tent, and no one has to share the tiny space.”

      “What about the floating?” Isaac asked. He was still eying Finn speculatively.

      “You could tie me up.” I grinned at him.

      He winked at me. “I could do that. I’m a fair hand at knotwork.”

      “I’ll set up my sleeping bag under the picnic table. One of you would hopefully wake up before I’ve smoked enough to set the table on fire. It looks like it’s in pretty good shape. And if I do float, I’ll probably hit the table and wake up before bobbing off into the sky.”

      “Sounds like a great plan,” Isaac agreed.

      “Finn?” I prompted.

      “Good plan. Tomorrow, we’ll work on grounding and centering. I know a little about air powers, so I can help you find your center and add a few more tools to your metaphysical arsenal. Once you can manipulate air at will, we’ll move on.”

      “Do we have to stay here? It’s not nice.”

      Isaac examined the sparse campsite. “What do you mean it’s not nice?”

      “I was hoping for more trees, or mountains, or water, or scenery. This is barren.”

      “One more day here,” Finn said. “Then, we’ll move on if you want and set up camp in Yellowstone.”

      “That sounds perfect.” I yawned. “I can’t believe I’m tired. I’ve done nothing but sleep for the past twenty-four hours, but I am. I’m getting ready for bed.”

      I grabbed my overnight bag out of the truck and headed to the small bathroom. Its only saving grace was that it had running water. I washed my face and brushed my teeth. When I got back to the campsite, it had been cleaned up, and three sleeping bags were sitting on the ground next to some skinny bedrolls. Finn was nowhere in sight.

      “He’s in the bathroom,” Isaac said, correctly interpreting my glance. I shrugged and grabbed my sleeping bag, pillow, and bedroll and arranged them under the picnic table. I had to scoot in awkwardly as there wasn’t much clearance. I fluffed up my pillow and tried to wiggle into some semblance of comfort.

      I heard Finn come back and there were shuffling movements in the growing darkness. A flashlight flicked on and muffled curses came from my right side. A couple minutes later, the light disappeared.

      “Goodnight, Ellie,” Finn said.

      “Goodnight, Princess,” Isaac echoed.

      “Goodnight, Isaac. Goodnight, Finn. Goodnight, John Boy.” No one laughed. Apparently, I still wasn’t funny. I sighed, rolled onto my side, and resolutely closed my eyes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke with a start and sat up, smashing my head on the metal frame on the underside of the picnic table.

      “Motherfucker!”

      “Good morning, Princess,” Isaac said. “Don’t forget you slept under the picnic table.”

      “Go to hell,” I muttered.

      “Oh, you are cheerful in the morning. There’s coffee waiting for you if you didn’t spill it when you attempted to karate chop the table with your skull.”

      I muttered curses under my breath while I extricated myself. The cup of coffee waiting for me was prodigiously large. I savored the coffee and the smell of crisp, cool morning air while waiting for my breakfast. A few minutes later, Isaac set a plate of bacon, eggs, and biscuits in front of me. I looked up at him and smiled. “I am impressed.”

      “Glad to be of use. Finn says you’re hopeless in the kitchen.”

      “Hey! I can cook. I’m great with cocktails, coffee, and sandwiches.”

      “I’m not sure any of those things qualifies as cooking.”

      “Sometimes I cook sandwiches on the grill to melt the cheese. That’s cooking.”

      “You’re absolutely right, Eleanor. You sound like a master chef. I can only hope that someday you’ll grace me with one of your culinary masterpieces.” He walked away laughing. I flipped him off behind his back.

      Finn sat down across from me with his own plate. “Not bad, right?”

      “It’s nice that you’re both handy in the kitchen. You can take turns and not get sick of it.”

      “Are you planning on joining that rotation?”

      “Since you’ve already shared that I’m hopeless in the kitchen, I’m sure I’ll be doing you a favor if I stay out of it.”

      Isaac called over, “She can make the sandwiches. I hear she’s a pro.”

      Finn joined Isaac’s laughter. I couldn’t decide if I was pissed off or amused, so I ate my breakfast in silence.

      When breakfast was done and the morning chores were out of the way, it was time to address why we were still here. “Where do we start, Finn?”
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        * * *

      

      Finn led me a little ways away from the campsite and instructed me to sit. I did so, full of optimism that everything was going to be easy now that my powers had been awakened, and I’d been flooded with magic.

      “Find your center,” Finn ordered.

      I closed my eyes and reached into the solid part that was me. It glowed and pulsed with light and energy. “Got it.”

      “Reach down into the earth and connect your center with the Earth’s. You’ll know when it happens. It’ll snap into place.”

      I reached down and found the part of the earth that corresponded with me. For a brief shining second, we were joined, and I could feel every bit of life for miles around. Then, I lost the connection and my balance and toppled over.

      “Try again.”

      This time, I didn’t even manage to find my grounding place before losing my concentration.

      “Again.”

      Over and over, Finn barked out the same command. I managed to center and ground less than a half dozen times, but I couldn’t hold on to it. A dull pain was beginning to pulse in the center of my forehead. I opened my eyes and looked at Finn. “I need a break.”

      “Not yet. Try again.”

      I growled in frustration and closed my eyes. I hadn’t even tried to find my center when the breeze turned into a gale and whipped up a maelstrom of dust and sand.

      “Lock it down, Princess!” Isaac yelled.

      I pulled all the power back into me, and the wind stopped as suddenly as it had started.

      “You need to be more careful,” Finn said.

      “I need to eat. My concentration is completely gone.”

      After lunch, I tried again. And again. Finally, by late afternoon, I could hold my center, stay grounded, and raise and tamp down a slight breeze on command while managing to keep random plants from sprouting. I pulled the power to me and felt…balanced. For the first time in my almost thirty-five years, I felt whole.

      I opened my eyes, looked at Finn in triumph, and then lost it all. A gust of wind knocked us all over. When I opened my eyes after the sand stopped blowing around, I found that I was about four feet off the ground. Not floating this time. I was perched on top of a tree that hadn’t existed five minutes ago.

      “Well, shit.”

      Finn and Isaac were staring at me.

      “Don’t just stand there, help me down.”

      Isaac moved first. His body was shaking with barely contained laughter. I glared. He lost it and started laughing out loud. He reached up and grabbed me by the hips to lift me out of the branches.

      “This is going to confuse the hell out of the park rangers,” Finn said. His voice was too neutral, and I knew he was a hair’s breadth from losing control.

      I started laughing. I was embarrassed and a little angry at myself, but the humor of the situation overrode those other emotions. Finn cracked a grin, and then we were all howling like idiots.

      “I was so close.”

      “You were,” Finn agreed. “It’ll be easier next time.”
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      I took the first driving shift and pulled over frequently at every scenic overlook. After a couple of hours, I traded with Isaac.

      Now that I wasn’t being mentally taxed with magic practice, I couldn’t stop thinking about the dragon dream. I knew I shouldn’t dwell on it too much if I didn’t want to lose control, but hoped that if I didn’t think about flying too hard, we’d all be safe.

      No one talked. At all. It was awkward. I didn’t know if it was the silence that was bugging me or if there was some subtext that I could feel but not understand. When we stopped at a small diner for lunch, I decided it was time to address it.

      “Hey, guys!” I said too loudly. They both jumped. “What’s up?”

      “What do you mean?” Finn asked. “We’re going to Yellowstone.”

      I sighed. “I know that, dumbass. I mean, what’s going on in your heads? We’ve all been so quiet today that it’s starting to drive me crazy.”

      “Oh.” Finn was silent for a moment before continuing. “I’ve been thinking about air magic and what I can teach you and whether or not I’d be able to find someone who could be a better instructor than me. I thought there might be practical applications. You should be able to form nearly invisible barriers to prevent eavesdroppers—both mental ones and the more traditional sort.”

      “Oooh…that’ll be useful once I actually can figure out how to do it!” I turned to my other companion. “And what’s on your mind, Isaac?”

      He grinned. “I don’t think everyone here wants to know what I’ve been thinking about.”

      He winked at me. Finn got up and walked away.

      “Are you two…” he hesitated, looking for the right word, “involved? I thought you were unattached.”

      “We’ve hooked up in the past,” I admitted, “but more of a friends with benefits thing than anything serious.”

      “Are you sure both you’re in agreement?” Isaac asked.

      I looked at Finn’s back where he was leaning against my truck in the parking lot. “No. But for my part, I’m available.” That had been pretty blatant.

      “I don’t want to stir shit up,” Isaac said, “but you know I’m interested.”

      I bit my lip and looked at him, unsure of how to say what needed to be said. “The three of us are in this together. Finn’s been my best friend for six years, and until recently, I thought that’s all we were. Recent events have led me to believe that he feels more for me than I feel for him. I don’t want to hurt him, but he will never be more than a friend to me.” I heard a loud noise from the parking lot and looked out the window, certain there’d been a fender bender. I didn’t see anything, so looked back at Isaac. This next part was going to make me a bit more vulnerable than I preferred, but I was thirty-fucking-four years old, and there was no point in beating around the bush.

      “I like you. I don’t know you well, but I’d like to. I’m not interested in a friends with benefits arrangement with you, though, so if you’re looking for an easy lay, I’m not your girl.”

      “I’d like you to be,” he said, his voice low and growly. Heat curled in my lower abdomen.

      “Like me to be what? An easy lay?”

      He reached across the table and took my hand, “My girl. My girl who’s an easy lay.”

      I laughed; the tension eased. I squeezed his hand in mine. “I’ve no objections to that.”

      “What will you tell your friend?”

      “The truth. He’s my bestie. Besides, I can’t lie.”

      Isaac dropped some cash on the table, and we slid out of the booth. He pulled me close for a brief kiss. I deepened it. He broke from me before we got too involved for a public diner; we were both breathing fast. “I’d like to explore that a little more,” he said, pulling me back for a hug. I could feel his interest pressing against me, and my mouth watered at the idea of getting another glimpse of the heat he was packing in his oh-so-tight jeans.

      “If you don’t stop looking at me like that, Princess, I’m going to get us permanently banned from the entire town of Pocatello.” I smiled and stepped back. I gave him a slow and thorough once-over before turning and exiting the restaurant. There was a dent in the front fender of my truck, and I stopped to fuss over it. Maybe I had heard a fender bender after all—a hit and run. I looked around for Finn—he must have seen what had happened.

      He was standing at the edge of the parking lot. “Finn!” I called. “Did you see someone hit my car? There’s a dent!”

      He turned and walked back towards us. “I didn’t see another car near yours,” he said.

      “Dammit!”

      “It’s not like we can stick around to get it fixed anyway,” Isaac pointed out. “Dents add character.”

      I glared at him. It wasn’t his car that was damaged. “I’ll remind you of that when you finally let me drive your Aston Martin.”

      “Let’s go,” Finn called before he climbed into the driver’s seat.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we pulled into our campsite, I was short-tempered and fidgety. I bounded out of the truck almost before it had rolled to a stop and looked around. It was beautiful. The air was cool and crisp and smelled of pine, but it did nothing to alleviate my funk.

      “I need to go for a run. Anyone want to come with me?”

      “I’m game, as long as you don’t mind if I run on four feet instead of two.”

      “I’m in, but I am not keeping up with a giant wolf.”

      I grabbed my bag and headed into the nearby bathroom to change into a sports bra and spandex. We ran easily for a while. Finn stayed right behind me. Right behind me. I kept having to fight the urge to stop suddenly to see if he’d run into me. I could see occasional flashes of red and cream fur ahead of me. Isaac had opted to stay out of sight in case we ran into anyone else.

      Finn’s closeness and my restlessness made me want to push it a bit, so I did. Finn fell behind me, breathing heavily, but I could tell Isaac was keeping pace. I had a feeling that I didn’t have nearly enough speed or stamina to outpace his wolf.

      After about forty-five minutes, I turned around and followed the trail back to camp. I slowed down a bit on my way back—the bulk of my crankiness and restless energy having been burned off. When I reached our campsite, I downed a bottle of water, ignored Finn’s pointed glare, and headed off to the shower.

      When I left the bathroom, Finn was leaning against a tree with his arms crossed. He was staring past my head with narrowed eyes and an otherwise vacant expression. I thought about saying something about his obnoxiously obvious and mostly unnecessary body-guarding, but thought better of it. I was irritated that he thought I couldn’t take care of myself, but it was better to have a slightly bruised ego than a completely eviscerated abdominal cavity. He glanced at me once and then headed into the men’s room.

      Isaac, still in wolf form, was waiting at the campsite. I opened a beer and eyed him speculatively. Should I fill a bowl with water? With beer? I was unsure of the protocol for hosting a wolf for dinner. His tongue lolled out. He stepped forward, head-butted me, and I put my hand on his neck and scratched. His tail thumped, and he made an odd, almost purring sound.

      “Oh, you like that, do you?”

      He rubbed into me again, and I was reminded of a giant house cat. I kept scratching his ruff while sipping my beer until Finn returned from his shower, and Isaac trotted off into the trees.

      Finn started dinner without looking at me. “Practice grounding and centering, Ellie.”

      I sat down in the dirt and reached inside. The power was there waiting—almost anticipatory. I pulled it into me and reached down into the earth. In seconds, I was balanced and solid.

      “Done, elf boy,” I said, a tad smugly.

      “I’ve never told you what I was.”

      He was right; he’d never said elf. “I don’t know where that came from, but I’m right, aren’t I?”

      “Yes.”

      I grinned. “So, I’m awesome. I’m also grounded and centered, and you can’t knock me over.”

      Something shoved me hard enough that I almost tipped over. There was no one near enough to me to have touched me. I looked at Finn. His self-satisfied smirk was infuriating.

      “What was that?”

      “A mental push. Now that you can ground and center easily, it’s time to see if you can hold it under physical and magical attack.”

      He narrowed his eyes and pushed again with his mind. The force of his offensive was palpable, but I let it slide right past me without losing either my physical or metaphysical balance.

      “Wow, Ellie. Not bad. You are ready to go.” He turned back to the Coleman.

      I knew better than to trust that he wasn’t going to test me again. I relaxed and slumped a bit, trying to convince him that I was letting down my guard. There was a rush of energy, my shields rose to meet it, and the magic cleaved around me, barely rippling my hair.

      I tried hard not to look too pleased, but I failed.

      Finn finally looked at me instead of in my general direction. “Now, I’m impressed.”

      I grinned. “I knew one test wouldn’t be the end of it. Try again later when I’m truly off my guard. If I’m still grounded enough to let your attack slide past me, then tell me that I’m winning.”

      “Fair enough.”

      I stood up and grabbed a couple beers, tossing him one. “Tell me about elves.”

      “Elves are one type of Fae—like brownies, or goblins, or centaurs, or pixies. Generally speaking, they tend to be on the more powerful end of the magical spectrum, and most of the higher-ranking Fae in both courts have at least some elf blood.”

      “Your ears aren’t pointy.”

      “Tolkien didn’t get everything right.”

      “Do all elves have teleportation and mental magic skills?”

      “Mind magic is the most common power that manifests with the elves. Not everyone can teleport, though—that’s a pretty unique skill. It’s rare that someone who has as little Fae blood as I do would be able to do it.”

      “What else can you do?”

      “I can teleport and attack mentally, as you now know. I am half human, though, and a lot of the mental magic available to elves doesn’t usually appear in someone like me.”

      Finn and I each scarfed down two reconstituted freeze-dried meals before the wolf finally reappeared. He trotted over to the truck and stared at us. Finn caught his meaning before I did and grabbed his duffle bag. He opened the door to the truck, tossed in the bag. After Isaac bounded in after his stuff, Finn closed the door.

      Ten minutes later, Isaac emerged from the truck wearing nothing but blue jeans and looking a little gray and sweaty.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “It takes a little more effort to shift when it’s not a full moon, especially when I shift to the wolf and back in such a short period of time. My skin feels a bit raw, hence the lack of shirt.”

      “Why jeans, then?” I asked.

      “That’s all I brought to cover my lower half,” Isaac laughed. “Unless you’re both okay with me wandering around in my underwear.”

      “I’m okay with it,” I said. Isaac laughed. Finn did not.

      “If you’re in pain, don’t let my delicate sensibilities get in the way. As long as you’re wearing something, I’ll be fine.”

      Isaac grinned and stripped off his jeans. Somehow, watching him take off his jeans was even more erotic than seeing him in his underwear. I fought to look somewhere—anywhere—else.

      He walked over to the picnic table. “Any food left?”

      “There’s water boiling, so in eight to ten minutes, you can be enjoying some delicious freeze-dried beef stroganoff.”

      “In the meantime, would you like a beer?” I asked.
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        * * *

      

      Isaac was gone the next morning when I crawled out from under the picnic table. There was fresh coffee brewing, and Finn was standing at the stove. “Where’s Isaac?” I asked.

      “He went to find a store to restock our ice supply and pick up some perishables,” Finn replied.

      “Best sidekicks ever.”

      “Someone needs to take care of you,” Finn said. “You’d probably get scurvy without us.”

      “Or maybe rickets. I’ve no idea what causes rickets. Maybe it’s lack of coffee, in which case, I’m safe.”

      “A diet of coffee, beer, and cheese is no way to live.”

      “Unless you want to be happy.”

      I finished my breakfast before asking what was on tap for the day.

      “How about some sightseeing?”

      “Seriously?” My high-pitched squee made Finn flinch. “I get to look around like a regular person? Can we go to Old Faithful?”

      “Of course. It’ll be a good test of your control. I don’t want you to accidentally grow a tree in a geyser or float off above the crowd to get a better look.”

      “No problem,” I promised. “When will Isaac be back?” I was bubbling over with giddiness at the thought of playing tourist.

      “About a half hour. What’s the deal, Ellie? Anyone would think you’d never been sightseeing before.”

      “It’s the first time since June twenty-first that I haven’t been focused on magic, or gates, or training. I can be a regular person on vacation.” I bounced over to Finn, Tigger-style, and gave him a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. His arms tightened around me, and my body pressed against him. The hug went from casual to something more, and I stiffened in his arms. He let go of me immediately, and the sudden release caused me to stumble back. Finn grabbed my arm, but as soon as I regained my balance, he let me go.

      “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable, Ellie,” he said, not meeting my gaze.

      I took a moment to reply, trying to find a way to absolve him without uttering an untruth. What I wouldn’t give for the ability to tell a white lie at this point. Before the silence grew too long, I heard a vehicle approaching. I turned, hoping it was Isaac. He pulled my truck into our campsite and hopped out of the truck. A smile crept across my face, and I found myself moving towards him before I’d consciously registered the decision to do so. I slid my arms around him and kissed him lightly, trying to ignore the flash of hurt on Finn’s face.

      We hit up all the major scenic spots. No unexpected trees appeared, I managed to keep both feet on the ground, and no errant breezes swept through the large throngs of fellow tourists. We saw Old Faithful, stopped at Yellowstone Lake, and visited countless geysers and sulphur springs. There were moose in the distance, bison in the roads, and once, I was sure I’d seen a bear, even if no one else did.

      Every once in a while, Finn would push at me mentally, but my shielding was solid and stayed up under his assault.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Isaac slipped off into the trees to do a patrol. I saw a few flashes of motion as he removed his clothing and then felt more than saw the strange magic that allowed him to change forms.

      Finn and I worked on altering my personal shields to encompass others. By noon, I could extend my shield out about three inches from my body, disrupting sound and making me look—as Finn put it—as though I was behind warped glass. I could only hold it for a couple of minutes at a time, but we were making progress.

      By dinner time, I was able to hold the shield almost a foot away from my body for upwards of five minutes at a time.

      “I’m looking forward to testing this with another person,” Finn said. “When Isaac comes back, let’s see if you can shield both of you at the same time.”

      I let the shield collapse back around me and wilted towards the ground. I was hot and sticky with sweat. Metaphysical work is as sweaty as plain, old physical work.

      I heard Isaac return before I saw him—the wave of his shift energy washing over me. I turned towards the tree line; a few seconds later he emerged from the trees dressed in a pair of boxer briefs and nothing else. I tried not to stare, but I knew I was unsuccessful when I heard Finn behind me.

      “You’re damaging my ego, Ellie. You never look at me like that.”

      I didn’t answer and didn’t look at him. It was getting awkward. I hated awkward.

      Finn explained his idea to Isaac, and I tried to ignore the rift forming between me and my best friend. Isaac walked up to me. “How close do we need to be?”

      “Touching, probably. Unless your skin’s still too sensitive from the shift,” I said.

      Isaac smirked at me. “I’ll be able to stand it for a couple of minutes.” He moved in close until there were only a couple of inches between us. I took a step forward to bridge that gap. When my body met the bare skin of his chest, I gasped at the surge of electricity that ran through me. I tried to ignore the desire that was infusing me and concentrate on my shield. I pushed it out, attempting to encompass Isaac completely inside. The shield appeared faster and with less effort than my previous attempts. Everything looked the same from my side, and I couldn’t tell from the complete lack of expression on Finn’s face if anything had changed.

      “We’re supposed to talk in a normal voice to see if the shield blocks sound.” My voice came out more breathily than I’d intended.

      “We could talk,” Isaac said, “although there are other sounds I’d like to hear you make.”

      “The shield doesn’t make us invisible, and I’m pretty sure that the things you’d do to elicit those sounds might get us kicked out of Yellowstone.”

      “Doesn’t keep me from thinking about them, Princess.” He leaned down and lightly brushed my lips with his. I slid my arms up to his shoulders and pressed myself even more firmly into him, and his rising attention almost immediately made itself known.

      “We need to stop,” I said.

      “Why?” he murmured against my ear, before darting his tongue in and then nibbling my earlobe. His teeth were a bit sharper than human—a remnant of the change—and the almost-pain elicited another gasp.

      “Hey, guys?” Finn’s voice sounded from far away. “Unless you’re just moving your lips, the sound barrier is working, so you can stop any time now.”

      “That’s why,” I said. I pulled the shield back into myself and stepped back from Isaac at the same time. He made no move to hide the erection straining against his briefs and stared at me until I blushed under his gaze.

      “I need a shower,” I squeaked. I grabbed my toiletries bag from the back of the truck and practically ran towards the showers. I saw Isaac start after me and managed to get in the building and slide the deadbolt home before he could catch me.

      I let the cool water of the shower flow over my naked body in an attempt to cool my ardor. “Don’t open that door,” I muttered to myself. “That is a terrible idea and will only result in even more awkwardness.” I threw my concentration back into my shower. “Concentrate on clean things.” After cleansing my body, if not my thoughts, I opened the door to the bathroom full of resolve to put the brakes on whatever it was that was going on with Isaac out of respect for Finn’s feelings.

      Isaac was waiting for me. He pushed me back into the bathroom, locked the door behind him, and then pressed me towards the wall. “We should test your shield to make sure you can hold it while being distracted.”

      My back hit the wall, and I watched Isaac lick his lips. His body pressed into mine, raising my body temperature by several degrees. I stretched up to him. He cupped my face gently in his hands and brushed the lightest kiss across my lips. Large, calloused hands trailed down the side of my face and grazed my breasts. Teeth that were a little too pointy nibbled against my lower lip and sucked it into his mouth. He grabbed my ass and tugged me closer. The slow, subtle kisses were nice, but I was out of patience for slow. I reached up and knotted my fingers in the tight curls of his hair then thrust my tongue into his mouth. He lifted me up, and I wrapped my legs around him. One hand roamed my body, and the other supported my ass, pulsing rhythmically against me. His tongue plunged into my mouth in the same rhythm, and I moaned against him.

      “Shield?” he asked.

      I took a deep breath and tried to concentrate. “Up and around us both.”

      “Good,” he growled. If I didn’t stop things right now, I wouldn’t be able to.

      “Isaac…” His right hand moved under my shirt and over my left breast.

      “Mmm?”

      “We need to stop.” I wiggled against him, trying to get him to release his grip. He growled and pressed harder against me. “Please?”

      He stilled, removed his hand from where it had been pinching my nipple into a hard peak, and took half a step back, letting my feet slide down to the floor. “Why?”

      “He’s my best friend, and this is not okay with him.”

      “Is it okay with you?”

      I reached up and brushed my fingers over his lips, swollen from our kisses. “More than okay. But I don’t want to hurt Finn, so let’s give him some time?”

      Isaac groaned in frustration but took another step back. “You’re a good friend, Eleanor.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What else would I do?” he asked. “If you want to take things slower, there’s nothing else to do.”

      I smiled at him, then stretched up to kiss him lightly. He pushed into me and parted my lips with his questing tongue. I was gasping when he moved away again. My hips tried to follow—traitorous body!

      “As long as I know you want me—want this—I can wait.” He kissed me, then stepped away and turned his back.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, trying to still my breath and my heartbeat.

      “Trying to will this hard-on out of existence,” he said. “I can’t do that when I’m looking at you.”

      “Would you like me to leave and give you a little privacy to take care of things?” I asked, not bothering to hide my amusement.

      “I’m fine.”

      “That you are,” I agreed.

      “Stop,” he said, but there was a hint of laughter in his voice. “Let’s go and see if the shields held up under distraction.”
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      Isaac led the way out of the bathroom while I admired the view. My determination to resist Isaac’s pull until Finn had reconciled himself to it was waning. My thoughts kept returning to the heat Isaac generated—heat I’d never felt before.

      When I managed to tear my eyes off this man who’d so unexpectedly captivated me, it was in time to catch Finn glowering. The moment my attention shifted to him, his face drained of emotion and became the blank slate I was used to seeing. It was possible that his camaraderie with Isaac was a sham.

      “Do we have a dinner plan?” I asked, then winced at the overdone cheer in my voice.

      “Well, if you’re volunteering,” Finn started.

      “I’ll cook!” Isaac said a little too enthusiastically.

      “Hey! I’m not that bad.”

      “Maybe not,” he conceded, “but I am that good.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine. You cook. Win/win as far as I’m concerned.”

      We talked about our plans for the next couple of days. More sightseeing tomorrow and then magic practice again on Thursday.

      After dinner, we gathered around the fire in that timeless camping ritual that results in an indelible smoke scent in the hair and clothes.

      I concentrated and pushed the shield out to cover us all. “I don’t think anyone can hear us. If someone is deliberately trying to listen in, they’ll know we’re hiding something, but they won’t know what.”

      “Good thinking,” Isaac said. His arm trailed over my shoulder, and his fingers traced lazy circles on the side of my breast. I shivered, and Finn made a noise that was half growl and half choking cough. I sat up straighter and bumped my shoulder up into Isaac’s arm so he’d move his hand. I was beginning to believe that three might be a crowd.

      “How well could you see through the shield earlier, Finn?” I asked.

      “It was distorted, as though I was looking through water. And I could see your lips moving, but couldn’t hear anything.”

      “I wonder why light gets through but not sound?” I mused.

      “Maybe because it travels fast enough to get through whatever your shield is made from? Do you think you could make shields that looked more solid? Like a brick wall?

      I frowned. “I don’t know. I can try…”

      “We can work on it the day after tomorrow,” Finn said. “But blocking sound is pretty useful in the short term, especially since the distortion of the shield will be enough to block all but the most skilled lip readers.”

      “Okay,” I agreed. “Now, on to the important agenda item.” I let the shield drop back down to its default state of being my personal magical barrier. “What are we going to see tomorrow?”
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        * * *

      

      I drank the cup of steaming hot coffee that someone had thoughtfully prepared and set out for me. Finn and Isaac were absent when I’d crawled out from under the picnic table the next morning, and I took the time to luxuriate in the beauty of my surroundings and my increasingly-too-rare solitude. I was a bit surprised to find myself alone but reasoned that there was likely someone close by, as I couldn’t imagine either of my companions leaving me alone while I slept.

      A few moments later, Isaac appeared at the tree line on the edge of the campsite. He walked over and poured the last of the coffee into his mug and leaned against a nearby tree to drink it. He was shirtless and wearing the tightest blue jeans I’d ever seen. I couldn’t tear my eyes off of him. When I finally let my gaze wander up to his face, he was smirking at me. “See something you like, Princess?”

      “Shut it,” I muttered. “Where’s Finn?”

      “He’s showering. Are you ready to go sight-seeing?”

      “Almost. I want to freshen up a bit.” I grabbed my knapsack and headed to the bathroom. A quick wash, some clean clothes, and a French braid later, and I was ready to go. Isaac, still shirtless and breathtaking, was leaning against a tree outside of the bathroom when I emerged. My heart skipped a beat. I walked towards him and couldn’t resist standing on tiptoe and giving him a quick kiss. His arm snaked around my waist, and the kiss turned into something deeper and more passionate. I was gasping by the time he let me go.

      “That was unfair,” I said.

      “You started it,” he answered, obviously unrepentant.

      He grabbed my bag and walked me back to the campsite. Finn was making sandwiches, and while I teased him for taking over my one job, Isaac put on a shirt. I did my best not to watch. Judging by the force Finn used to cut the sandwiches, my ogling was not going unnoticed. This was turning into a problem.

      I tried to put it out of my mind as we left for the day. We headed north towards Mammoth Hot Springs. We took our time driving the scenic north loop and stopped for a picnic lunch near Yellowstone Falls.

      As we were finishing our lunch, Isaac tensed. His entire body almost vibrated and then went more still than I would’ve thought possible. Finn, too, went on alert. I threw out the shield to encompass us all and tried to concentrate on making it completely transparent so it wouldn’t be obvious we were shielding. No need to alert anyone my abilities were growing.

      “What is it?” I asked around my sandwich, hoping the chewing would mask my speech.

      “I smell bloodsucker,” Isaac said, his voice low and growly.

      “That’s impossible. It’s two o’clock in the afternoon.”

      “It’s a Renfield,” he replied. “She stinks of vamp, but still smells a bit human.”

      “Do you think she’s here for me?”

      “Why else would a vamp’s juice box be here? They might still be human, but they’re not exactly outdoorsy creatures of the light.”

      “I don’t know their lives. Maybe she’s on vacation.”

      Isaac chuckled softly but didn’t relax his guard.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said.

      “No. Let’s finish our lunch, go on our hike, and then head back to camp. We’ll see if she follows. I don’t want her to know we know she’s there.” Isaac slowly relaxed and picked up his soda. I let go of my shield and felt it pop back into me.

      We took the short trail to the Falls overlook before heading back to our campsite. Once we were all in the truck with Finn behind the wheel, I shielded us again.

      “Is she still following us?” I asked, wishing my senses were more finely honed.

      “She was at the overlook in a tour group but left the group when we headed back,” Isaac said. “I don’t see her or smell her now, but I’ll recognize the scent again if she gets anywhere near us.”

      Finn added, “Someone is following us. There’s a black Civic a few car lengths back. I can’t guarantee it’s the same person, but it followed us out of the parking lot.”

      “Is your shield up?” Isaac asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. Plan. We’re going to pretend we didn’t notice anything. We’ll talk about tomorrow’s plans—heading out midmorning for a multi-night backpack in the Tetons. Once it’s dark, I’ll shift and patrol. If she leaves to report back, we can pack and then leave at first light. I’m hoping that broadcasting our plans will keep any vamps from attacking tonight since it’ll be easier to grab us in a remote location tomorrow night rather than risk exposure with a fight in a crowded campground.”

      “Where are we headed?” I asked.

      “Let’s drive straight to Rapid City. We’ll have to ditch the truck, now that it’s been ID’d. We can find a cheap motel to hunker down in while we decide next steps.”

      Finn had been quiet for the entire exchange. Finally, he relaxed his grip on the steering wheel. “That sounds like a great plan, Isaac.” The words sounded grudging, but Finn smiled. “We’ll pretend nothing’s wrong. Drop your shield, Ellie. Let’s do this thing.”

      I did as he asked, and we got out of the truck. Isaac suggested the backpacking trip. I protested as much as I could until he wore me down. “No toilet? No running water? This place is barely civilized as it is,” I whined.

      “Suck it up, Ellie,” Finn said.

      “Fine, but I’m off cooking duty during the trip.”

      “When were you on cooking duty?” Isaac asked.

      I stuck my tongue out at him, and he laughed.

      After dinner, we prepped for our backpacking adventure, poured over the map to find our planned overnight stops, and got our gear ready to go.

      We were on our third beer each when the sun went down. Isaac walked towards the bathroom and disappeared in the dark. I climbed into my customary below-table sleeping location and closed my eyes while staying on high alert.

      About thirty minutes later, I heard Isaac return. He sat down at the picnic table, and I scooted out carefully. “Still awake?” he whispered.

      “Duh,” I replied. “Glad we’re not doing an early start.” I pushed the shield out. “Is she gone? Shield’s up.”

      “I didn’t smell her or sense her on my perimeter run. Let’s pack up.”

      We packed up everything but our sleeping bags before retiring for the night. I took my spot under the table and closed my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Isaac shook me awake at way-the-hell-too-early-o’clock the next morning. We threw our bags into the back of the truck and headed off into the sunrise.

      We drove for two hours before Isaac stopped. Two hours without coffee. Two hours that started at five am. I signed over the title of my new truck to Isaac, patted her once in goodbye, and then headed into a diner with Finn while Isaac drove off. Four cups of coffee, three pancakes, two strips of bacon, and one order of biscuits and gravy later, I started to feel a bit more like myself.

      Isaac reappeared and slid into the booth next to me. He ordered a Denver omelet with a side of pancakes and bacon. I stole a piece of bacon and laughed when he pretended to stab me with his fork. We grinned at each other until I remembered Finn across the table. He was looking elsewhere, but the set of his shoulders betrayed his mood. Again, I wondered what I was going to do about this. Put it off longer? Solid plan.

      We paid up and left. Isaac led the way to a beat-up Subaru Outback that might have been white at some point. A major step down. “I hope you don’t mind, but I put it in my name,” Isaac said. “I’m guessing everyone knows yours by now, but mine might still be a mystery.”

      I sighed. “I guess it’s okay, but when this is over, you owe me.”

      “Of course,” Isaac agreed. “Anything.” His exaggerated wink left no doubt as to what he was offering.

      “I want unlimited use of the Vantage.”

      He blanched. “That’s my baby!”

      “You’ve already sold two of my babies. It’ll work out.”

      “We’ll talk more when the time comes,” he said. We got in the car, this time with Finn at the wheel, and headed east. We lunched in Sheridan, and then it was my turn to drive. We didn’t see any sign of the black Civic and felt hopeful that we’d shaken our tail—at least for now.

      I left the interstate to drive to Devil’s Tower, determined that I’d at least get to see that landmark. We stopped for a couple of minutes, and then Isaac drove us the rest of the way to Rapid City. We found a cheap-looking motel, and Finn checked us in. One room. Two beds. This wasn’t going to be awkward.

      Isaac took off to explore the area. He came back with a bottle of red and a pizza. I eyed the beds, then my companions. Isaac walked out to the car and reappeared with a sleeping bag. “We can take turns on the floor,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning meant yet another local diner. It was the ninth of August, and we had until the autumnal equinox to find the next gate. I was hoping it would be easier this time around but thought it might be a good idea to narrow down the location.

      We decided the easiest way to find the gate and stay under the radar was to keep up our tourist charade. We went to Mount Rushmore and Crazy Horse. A few times I felt a magical tug, but we weren’t close enough to pinpoint a location. We stopped in Keystone, and I tried to talk the guys into taking some old-timey photos dressed as gamblers and a bar wench, but they resisted.

      By the end of the day, I was exhausted. We weren’t any closer, and no matter how many times I told myself we still had time, panic overtook me when I remembered I had no idea where to start.

      We hit a drive-through and headed back to the room. There wasn’t much conversation, so I turned on the television to catch the news. As I flipped through the channels, I realized I hadn’t seen a newspaper or checked cnn.com since we’d opened the first gate.

      The local news led with the continuing story of a series of odd events. “…still investigating what caused the failure of navigational systems resulting in the crashes of over a dozen planes taking off and landing near Portland International Airport. Initially, these failures, as well as the regional power outages, were blamed on a small EMP—or electromagnetic pulse—but now there is some disagreement among leading experts as no source of the EMP can be found. Although Portland, Oregon was the hardest hit, the computer system failures have resulted in power outages across the Pacific Northwest. President Murphy will be holding a press conference tomorrow afternoon but has continued to assert that this is not a terrorist attack.”

      The anchor segued into another story while a cold sweat broke out over my body. It hadn’t been an EMP; it had been an MP—a magic pulse.

      My gorge rose, and I ran to the bathroom and lost everything I’d eaten.

      Holy shit. I had killed people. Hundreds of people. And that was just the deaths mentioned on the news. Who knows how many others had died due to my actions? My body started shaking uncontrollably, and I fought back the urge to vomit again.

      I looked at Finn. “This wasn’t supposed to happen! Me opening the gates was supposed to save everyone! Did you know this would happen?”

      “If I’d known that this,” he gestured towards the television, “would be the result, I would’ve told you.”

      “I knew,” Isaac said. “Or, at least, I suspected.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I yelled.

      “Shield,” he growled.

      I pushed out my shields to cover the whole room, noticing that it was much easier when I was angry. “We’re shielded. Now talk.”

      “I did try to tell you. Or at least stop you. That’s how we met, remember? It’s not like we were friends before the gate opened. When you seemed hell-bent on continuing, I figured you either knew and didn’t care or that you knew how to mitigate the damage. When I saw the first reports last week, I’d already gotten to know you well enough to know that neither of those scenarios could be true.”

      “How long have you known?” I was practically whispering.

      “We didn’t think it would help if you knew. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “We didn’t think? Finn knew about this, too?”

      “I saw the first reports while you were still unconscious,” Finn said. “Isaac and I talked and knew you’d feel terrible. Since it was too late to do anything, we didn’t tell you.”

      “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. This is completely ridiculous. I killed hundreds of people and caused billions of dollars’ worth of damage, and you both were not only willing to let me do it again, but you’re also helping me. Knowingly. We can’t open the second gate. I. Am. Done.”

      “I’m not sure ‘done’ is an option,” Isaac said. “From what Finn’s said, if you don’t finish this, you might die from the backlash of magical power ripping through this world.”

      “So be it. I’d rather die than kill a few thousand more people.” I was fighting alternating waves of icy-cold panic and too-hot nausea. I was a murderer. A mass murderer. Tears gathered in the corner of my eyes, and I dashed them away.

      “Stopping now might cause a series of uncontrolled waves at a magnitude greater than the first as the rest of the gates crack open,” Finn said.

      “Opening the gates was supposed to stop the uncontrolled wave in the first place. My participation was supposed to prevent this!”

      “Your participation likely prevented something much worse from happening.”

      “Worse? Worse than the deaths of a few hundred people?”

      “Yes. What’s a few hundred deaths when compared to saving the whole world?”

      My mouth dropped open. This was not a side of Finn with which I was familiar. “No. I refuse to be party to murder. We either find a way to mitigate the damage, find a way to warn whoever can help that another wave is coming, or I don’t do it and take the chance that it’ll kill me.”

      “I won’t let you die, Princess,” Isaac said. “This is more than me keeping an eye on you for the shifters now.”

      “We are a team,” Finn added. “We will figure out a way to deal with this, but your death isn’t an acceptable outcome. I’d rather see all the planes crash and all the power plants explode than let you die.”

      I stared at him. I didn’t want to watch him die, but that seemed a bit…callous. And weird. I gathered my wits. “We can talk, but there is one thing that will never be okay. Ignorance. You will not keep me in the dark.” I was so angry and could feel the heat rising. I noticed Isaac backing away from me out of the corner of one eye, and then Finn ran into the bathroom. I heard the shower go on, and before I could do more than think it was a strange time to wash up, Isaac grabbed me, wrapped me in the skeevy motel comforter, and hauled me into the bathroom. He dropped me into the tub, and a cold stream of water hit me.

      “What the fuck?” I yelled.

      “You were smoking,” Isaac said.

      I looked down. There were scorch marks on the comforter.

      “Well, fuck.”

      I turned off the water and climbed out of the shower. I pulled off my clothes and left them in a wet pile on the bathroom floor. Finn didn’t look away, although Isaac did. I didn’t care. I walked past them and pulled dry clothes out of my backpack.

      I found the bottle of wine we’d purchased earlier and unscrewed the cap. I took a swig directly from the bottle, climbed up on the bed furthest from the door, tucked my feet under the covers, and then finally looked at Isaac and Finn.

      “What the fuck do we do now?”

      “Share the wine?” Finn asked.

      “Dream on,” I replied, taking another drink.

      Finn sat in one of the chairs across the room, and Isaac leaned against a wall. “Let’s concentrate our efforts on finding the gate. Once we’ve narrowed down the location, we can work on mitigating the damage.”

      Finn agreed. “Isaac, could you contact the local pack and see if they know a witch who might be sympathetic, or at least not hostile?”

      “That’s a good idea. I know the Alpha of the Black Hills pack. He’s kind of a jerk, but he’s not as dominant as me, so in theory, he’ll have to help me.”

      “What do you mean, in theory?” I asked.

      “If he’s feeling especially cantankerous, he might try to refuse. And then, I’ll have to fight him.”

      “That sounds like a shitty idea,” I said. “There’s got to be an easier way.”

      “It shouldn’t come to a fight. Like I said, I’m dominant, and he knows it. He’ll likely back down after some macho posturing.”

      “Fine. Do what you want. It’s not like I have any input into decision making. I’m a pawn.” I knew I sounded bitter, and I didn’t care.

      “You know that’s not how we see you,” Finn said.

      “Tell me again why you both appeared in my life?”

      “That’s not why I stayed,” Isaac said.

      “That’s bullshit. You would’ve stayed, watching, ‘guiding,’” I tried to make my air quotes look as sarcastic as possible, “and manipulating me whether or not you’d developed feelings for me. For all I know, the sex is another way to insinuate yourself further into my life!”

      “That’s not true!” Isaac protested at the same time that Finn yelped, “You’ve had sex?”

      “Not the point, Finn,” I said.

      Isaac continued, ignoring the exchange between Finn and me. “Why don’t we sleep on this and talk tomorrow. If your anger still burns, we can talk about ways to make reparations. I hope you’ll eventually believe that what we did—what I did—was in the spirit of protection.”

      “Oh, I already believe that. I just wish that you didn’t think I needed so much fucking protection. If I’m some great mystical key, I need to be cognizant of the repercussions of my actions so that I can take responsibility as it’s needed, so I can take steps to mitigate the damage if I can’t avoid it. Don’t treat me like a delicate flower that needs to be shielded. I won’t live like that.”

      “I’m sorry, Princess,” Isaac said.

      I nodded at him and then turned to Finn. “Finn, you should’ve known better. We’ve been friends for six years. I can’t believe you’d treat me like an idiot child.”

      Finn sighed. “Your whole world was thrown upside down in the space of a few weeks. There is no going back to normal for you. I wanted to protect you and was afraid that anything more—especially something of this magnitude—would be too much. I hope you will forgive me.”

      “Probably. Eventually.”

      I huddled down in the sheets and resolutely closed my eyes. I heard Finn and Isaac make their bedtime preparations, but no one spoke again. The lights eventually switched off, and we lay in the dark and quiet until I drifted off to sleep.
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      Finn and Isaac were still asleep when I woke the next morning. In the light of day, I thought their intentions were good, but I was surprised Finn didn’t know me well enough to know how much I’d hate finding out this way.

      I slipped out of bed, headed into the bathroom, closed the door, and drew a bath.

      I got in the tub and let the scalding water close over my skin. It was probably going to be a hundred degrees outside, but it was freezing in the air-conditioned room. Isaac was a baby when it came to the heat, and we had the AC on full blast.

      The tub filled as much as any cheap motel tub is ever going to fill. I turned the water off with my toes and sank back into the shallow water. I was avoiding the problem: my conscience. I tended towards pragmatism more often than not and believed that if something happened I couldn’t fix, dwelling on it would do nothing but drive me crazy.

      My problem was I’d released a magic wave that had crept over the world and disrupted a lot of technology. People had died. I hadn’t known it would happen, and realistically, even with hindsight being twenty-twenty, I wouldn’t have guessed. Finn’s and Isaac’s culpability was more suspect. Going forward, I had to decide if I would continue to open the gates and risk the magic waves, try to mitigate them somehow, or if I would leave off my questionable quest and take the consequences. I needed to choose and soon.

      I needed to decide how much I was going to continue to trust the people I had watching my back. I valued honesty above all. I wanted to forgive and forget. I liked them both, I trusted them, I had a long history with Finn, and a burning desire to get into Isaac’s pants. That made for some deep-seated bias.

      I decided that I could forgive, but only conditionally. There would be no more treating me like I was too delicate to know the risks. I was a big girl, and if I was some kind of big deal Fae royalty, I needed to step up and act like a leader. No more being led around by the hand. Real leaders did not shirk responsibility and knowledge. They asked for help when needed, but it was going to be my job to make sure I was making the best possible decisions based on all available facts. No more holding back.

      The bigger question was what to do going forward. This was harder. I didn’t have enough information to make that decision. I wanted to believe Finn was telling me everything he knew, but I wasn’t sure if he had to tell the truth, and I knew he could hold back vital information if he chose.

      I’d start with him, and if I didn’t learn anything new, I’d seek out Arduinna. She had to be lurking about somewhere.

      In the meantime, Isaac could find the local Alpha and try to find a witch who could help mitigate the disaster if I chose to go ahead. Witches had created the gates, and maybe they knew a way to take them down without causing any damage. The thought that Finn had considered this option before I opened the first gate crossed my mind, but I dismissed it. His actions were suspicious, but I didn’t want to believe he could be so callous.

      We’d get this figured out. We had to. I would not kill a few hundred people every six weeks. I wasn’t sure how to alert the authorities to cease using technology on certain days without sounding like a crackpot—or worse—a mass murdering crackpot.

      It would all work out. It had to.

      Decision made, I sank back into the tub to enjoy the rest of my bath. The heat was fading from the water when I heard noises from the next room.

      “Ellie?” Finn called. “Shit, did she leave?”

      “The door’s still locked from the inside,” Isaac said. “Unless she’s hiding the full extent of her magical ability and managed to lay a false scent trail, she’s in the bathroom.”

      The door burst open violently. I opened my eyes and looked at Finn with what I hoped was a mild expression. “Can I help you?”

      “No,” he muttered before shutting the door.
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        * * *

      

      After I dressed, I walked back out to address my companions. “Okay, plan for today: Isaac, make contact with the local Alpha. Don’t get into any fights, though. If he’s going to make you fight him for information, let me know. Will it make you look weak if he challenges you and you don’t fight him?”

      Isaac said, “If he challenges and I back down without setting a time for the fight, then I am acknowledging his dominance. I don’t think it wise to do that, because then I’m sending a message to all the other packs whose lands we might pass through that I don’t consider myself dominant, and I’ll be challenged left and right. I don’t have to fight him immediately, though. I can request a delay of up to twenty-four hours to find a second.”

      “Okay, let’s do that. I don’t want you to lose face, or fur, or whatever, but I need to be there if you have to fight him.”

      Isaac bowed. “As you wish, Princess.”

      I grinned at the not-so-subtle movie reference, then had an internal freak-out because I was hoping that he wasn’t declaring his love. I shook my head and moved on. There’d be time for feelings later.
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